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ABSTRACT 
BEING OBEDIENT TO GOD IN THE MIDST OF ABUSE AND 
OPPRESSION: A TRANSFORMATIONAL PROCESS OF 


CONGREGATIONAL SPIRITUAL GROWTH 


by 


Keith Donaldson David Lawrence 


United Theological Seminary, 2011 


Mentors 
H. Beecher Hicks, Jr., D.Min. 


Ivan D. Hicks, Ph.D. 


The context for this project is Global Empowerment Ministries located in Stone Mountain 
Georgia; a relatively new congregation dedicated to eradicating oppression and abuse in the life 
of its partners in any form. The objective of this project is to educate congregants on the biblical, 
historical and theological basis of obedience leading to spiritual growth and maturity. The 
methodology that will be used to test this model is based on both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. Data analysis will originate from a four part sermon series on obedience and abuse 


and a four part Bible study series on values and faith. 
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INTRODUCTION 


There are many well appointed, balanced and healthy Christian churches where 
wholesome and uplifting spirituality serves as the foundation for their activity, ministry, 
and contribution to society as a whole. These churches seek to serve their congregants 
and the community’s needs for the sake of the Christian Gospel and for the love of all 
people. Sadly, however, there have been some churches which have lost their balance and 
focus, becoming spiritually toxic places where many people adversely and irreparably 
turn away from Christianity itself. Who would want to trust in a faith where God's love is 
conditional, where hypocrisy and judgmentalism is quite visible, and where salvation 
comes at a price of destroyed pastors, divided families, alienated neighbors, and self- 
righteous parishioners? 

This has become a serious thorn in the side of the Christian church which no 
serious believer can ignore any longer, especially when such sinful excess has only 
served to alienate people from God. Yet the problem is increased when congregants of an 
abusive church seem, at first and even after several glances, to be upright, sincere and 
responsible people to the casual observer who knows nothing of their group dynamics of 
control, oppression and abuse. 

For the sake of this project, religious abuse is defined as the crushing inner 
psychological, spiritual and emotional damage suffered by members of authoritarian 
communities of faith whenever its religious authority is twisted by spiritual leaders to 
achieve a desired goal through unethical, cruel and damaging means.' Sometimes these 


may be physical or sexual in nature, but much more often, it is seen more clearly in the 


'The Spirit Watch, “What Religious Abuse Is All About” http://www.spiritwatch.org/ relabdef.htm 
(accessed May 23, 2011.) 


many various forms of mental and spiritual trauma that are inflicted upon church 
members and pastors. 

It is often through the practice of abusive leaders using personal influence upon a 
community of faith to turn people against one another to exercise and magnify their 
power and position in the name of church order. This sort of discipline often crushes the 
mind and spirit of the church member who was unfortunate enough to become subject to 
it. Individual initiative, critical thinking and personal choices of action are strongly 
discouraged and condemned by aberrant church leaders as sinful pride. It is made quite 
clear to the group by the pastor or leaders that the only really important goals in life are 
those that they dictate to the group. These practices harsh and bizarre as they often 
become are viewed by the group leaders as genuine acts of devotion that all true 
believers will gladly submit to so as to obtain divine favor and spiritual growth.” 

There are several common ingredients in religiously abusive environments. First, 
there are dynamic leaders who demand total commitment to their visionary authority by 
followers who submit to their demand with a passive obedience. Second, it is a closed 
environment where no outside influence or alternative perspectives can intrude and no 
accountability of authority is possible. This uncomfortable proximity between Christian 
leaders and followers (where the leaders seem to be above reproach) is most unsettling to 
many, but these common traits of religious abuse through manipulation are shared 
because they are designed to exploit and play upon the weaknesses of people who are 
pretty much the same no matter their creed. Abusive leaders are master observers of 


human behavior and use their observations to dominate and manipulate the faithful, who 


“Ibid. 


have been taught by these individuals to fully accept their leadership as divinely 
mandated and to never question it. This is all done in the context of a community culture 
that effectively spurns and even shuts out all external influences that may contradict the 
group’s vision. 

To extend our discussion and broaden the field of awareness regarding this 
subject, we are going to move from defining religious abuse to defining religious 
oppression. Religious oppression is the subordination, marginalization and persecution of 
an individual or group based on their religious or non-religious belief and/or practices. 
Occurring on the individual, cultural/societal, and institutional levels, religious 
oppression stems from opposing dualistic beliefs around religion, as well as certain 
teachings and traditions. Much like ethnocentrism, religious oppression occurs when the 
dominant religious group of a society becomes engrained in its customs and traditions 
including those that are secular/non-religious.* 

Throughout centuries of history, persecution for religious belief has existed in 
every age and every nation. It is at the root of many conflicts throughout the world, even 
today. The interesting thing about religious oppression is, it rarely arises from irreligion, 
but rather from one religion or religious sect persecuting the beliefs of those who differ 
from them. Monitoring violations of religious freedom, therefore, becomes a matter of 


examining the ways in which established religion persecutes members of other religious 


“Ibid. 


‘School of the Americas Watch http://www.soaw.org/index.php? option=com_content 
&id=629#religiousoppression (accessed May 24, 2011). 


faiths with impunity, and how they use their connections with, and influence on, 
governmental powers in order to promote themselves and discriminate against others.? 

How can you tell whether a church or other group is religiously abusive or 
oppressive? Several subtle yet unmistakable warning signs can help you identify places 
of spiritual worship, vocation and social activity that are likely to be of questionable 
integrity. It is essential to keep in mind one major principle when seeking to evaluate the 
spiritual state of any given church: the occasional faults and weaknesses of spiritually 
sound—even spiritually struggling Christians in various situations can be easily 
mistaken for one or some of these danger signs. It is vitally important, therefore, to keep 
in mind that seeing the perceived failures of Christians in any given congregation one 
may be wondering about does not necessarily mean that their fellowship is unsound and 
religiously abusive. Mature judgment and careful examination, along with counsel 
received from other mature Christians from outside the given church, such as the pastors 
and pastoral staff of another church must be deliberately pursued first before arriving at a 
conclusion. 

Based on the most recent research, the five warning signs of religious abuse and 
oppression are (1) unchecked authoritarian leadership; (2) an imbalanced religious life; 
(3) conscious threats of discipline; (4) deliberate disruption of personal relationships; and 
(5) withdrawal and isolation from the outside.® 

Chapter One of this project focuses on the background of the author and his 


spiritual journey, including how he arrived at his present professional context. This 


*The Spirit Watch, “What Religious Abuse Is All About” http://www. spiritwatch.org/ relabdef. htm 
(accessed May 23, 2011.) 


“Ibid. 


section will also analyze the ministry context, which includes the demographics of the 
community and outline the scope and ministry of the church. 

Chapter Two presents some of the literature the author utilized in developing the 
project. Under the rubric, State Of The Art in This Ministry Model, the author will 
showcase his awareness and mastery of the issues, debates, challenges and struggles of 
those who are writing about and uncovering issues of oppression and abuse as critical 
factors in the erosion of the Christian church, specifically in North America. 

Chapter Three builds a framework and establishes a theoretical foundation for the 
model. It includes theological, biblical, and historical foundations. 

Chapter Four discusses the methodology and the design of the model used in the 
field experience. In this chapter, the author enlarges the process by which this ministry 
project took place. In this chapter, the author shares how the church and the context 
associates along with other members of the congregation galvanized themselves into an 
inseparable team to ensure the completion of this project. 

Chapter Five discusses the field experience (mentioned earlier). It contains data 
collection methods and data analysis objectives. The details of the results of this ministry 
process will be examined and discussed. 

Finally, Chapter Six presents the authors reflections on the field experience, 
summation, and conclusion. The author also discusses what could have been done 
differently and offers suggestions for the church and church leaders that would make 
their congregation a place where oppression and abuse are not acceptable, but where 
love, respect, mutuality, fellowship, relationships and partnerships are critical values in 


the success of the ministry 


CHAPTER ONE 
MINISTRY FOCUS 


The Formative Years 


During the formative years of Keith Donaldson David Lawrence, he was greatly 
influenced by Lena Simeon Lawrence, his mother, and her unfailing dedication to living 
life in a Christian manner. She was his first spiritual mentor. Keith’s mother introduced 
Keith to God, faith, and the church. Fitz Lawrence, his father, on the other hand, 
influenced his ability to be a good provider, a strong leader, and to have a good work 
ethic. 

The work ethic he received from his father would later contribute to his ability to 
multi-task: He was the full-time pastor of a growing church; attended seminary full-time; 
was a full-time father, husband and son attending to a teenage daughter, a spouse with 
breast cancer, and an ailing mother. 

On Sunday mornings, Keith’s mother would awaken Keith and his four siblings at 
5:00 A.M. to get them ready for church. They would attend 8:00 A.M. worship service; 
go home for lunch, return to church for 2:00 P.M. Sunday school and then the afternoon 
worship service. Every Wednesday evening, they would attend Prayer Meeting. Early in 
life, the value of having a foundation in a living and vibrant faith community was 
engrained in the Lawrence children. 

Once, during a revival service, Keith’s mother was too sick to attend but sent her 
children in spite her illness. Under the influence of the older siblings, they all skipped the 
revival and went somewhere else. When Keith’s mother asked about the revival, Keith 


and his siblings concocted some story about how good it was, only to be discovered later 


when someone, who attended the revival, told his mother that they were not present. Each 
of them received a soft whippin from Keith’s mother, which preceded the butt kickin from 
his father when he arrived home from work and was told about what they had done. 
Although his father did not go to church, he supported Lena’s wish that the children go. 
Much like the relationship.between Moses and Aaron, Keith’s father was the lawgiver 


and his mother the sergeant-at-arms. 
Keith’s Call to Ministry 


Keith spent at least three to four days a week in church activities because of his 
mother’s love of God. For Keith, being connected to the church was very natural. The 
first worship service that really made an impression on Keith was when he was nine years 
old. It was a Harvest Worship Service where Reverend Fleming Emmanuel Joseph, an 
African Methodist presiding elder, was preaching the sermon. Although the way 
Reverend Joseph’s broken glasses sat askew on his nose were distracting, Keith was 
impressed with the song, Where Will You Be that he sang: 

Where will you be when the first trumpet sounds, where will you 


be when the first trumpet sounds, when it sounds so loud as to 
wake up the dead, where will you be when it sounds?” 


For some reason, what the presiding elder preached, as well as the song that he 
sang, stirred something within Keith. It was a sensation that never waned, but continued 
to grow. 

Dealing with the constant yearning in his spirit that started that night at the 


worship service, Keith found himself after school each day going out behind the house to 


‘Where Shall I Be Lyrics, http://www.allthelyrics.com/lyrics/carter_family/where_shall_i_be- 
lyrics-1176446.html (accessed July 26, 2011). 


preach to God’s natural wonders. Using the gesticulations and mannerisms of preachers 


he had seen, Keith found his first congregants among the trees, the grass and the 


butterflies. Being only 12 years old, he was not sure how else to channel this yearning he 


had. 


Another preacher who had a profound impact on Keith, and whose style of 


preaching he emulated, was the Reverend Dr. Harold Embrack. Dr. Embrack preached a 


revival at Keith’s church and used an introduction that left Keith memorized and can 


recite to this day: 


mind as to what a preacher should be. Keit 


The Jews began as a conglomeration of small tribes; they later 


attained political independence, on! 


ly in the interlude between the 


fall or rise of great empires; they bequeathed no monuments 


testifying to magnificence; they did 


not build pyramids as the 


Egyptians or ziggurats as the Samarians; there are no tombs of 


Hebrew kings with chaplets of finel 


y wrought gold or chariots 


studded with jewels; but what they created was the water pot, like 


that which Rebekah used to water t 
sickle, like that which Boaz reaped 


e camels of Abraham; or the 


while Ruth gleaned; but 


Palestinian archeologists in the eyes of their contemporaries 
created something indubitably more important than palaces and 


pyramids; they created literature, wl 


ich was classified as law, 


prophecy and writing; and in centuries before Christ, they 


canonized this into several books— 
today as the Old Testament from wl 


As one might imagine, Dr. Embrac! 


these books are known to us 


ere this text is taken. 


left the most indelible impression on Keith’s 


heard God’s voice syncopating through Dr. 


Embrack’s vocal chords, which fell like rain on his ears. Of course, Keith became 


acquainted with Dr. Embrack and tried to learn from him. When Keith reflects upon those 


who have had an impact on his spiritual foundation and growth, he counts Dr. Embrack 


as one of his chief spiritual mentors. 


In 1972, during the summer before Keith turned 12 years old, the African 


Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church at its General Conference in Dallas, Texas, elected a 
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West Indian to the office of Bishop Frederick Hilborn Talbot. Bishop Talbot was 
assigned to preside over the 16" Episcopal District, which included the West Indies and 
England. 

At one of the annual conferences held in Trinidad in 1974, Keith saw Bishop 
Talbot standing alone at which time he expressed to him what he had been feeling since 
he heard Presiding Elder Joseph‘s sermon. Bishop Talbot said to him, “The Lord is 
calling you to preach.” All at once, Keith found those seven words to be funny yet 
serious; unexpected yet reasonable. 

Not convinced of his call to ministry, Keith continued business as usual. On some 
Wednesday nights when his siblings and he were supposed to go to Prayer Meeting, they 
would often end up next to the church at the Rum Shop sitting around listening to the old- 
timers joke. One particular Wednesday night as Keith headed toward the Rum Shop; the 
Holy Spirit spoke to him and told him not to go there. He went to Prayer Meeting, 
instead. Mr. Honorary, one of the members, preached from the book of Revelation 22:11, 
“He that is filthy, let him be filthy still.” The sermon preached that night was the third 
most stirring sermon Keith had heard. After the sermon, Keith was so moved that he went 
to the altar for prayer. A host of God’s angels, recognized Keith’s calling and his 
anointing, surrounded him and prayed for his impending ministry. The sermon and the 
prayers Keith received confirmed for him that God was calling him to ministry. After that 
night, Keith developed an even closer walk with God. 

The following year, shortly before his 15% birthday, Keith was admitted into the 
Windward Islands Annual Conference by Bishop Talbot. At which time, he also started a 


course of study to become an itinerant elder in the AME Church. 


At the age of 17, Keith preached his trial sermon at McKenzie AME Church in 
Waterloo, Trinidad. At the age of 19, he was ordained a deacon and given his first charge. 
Keith was appointed to be the pastor of Rita Memorial AME Church in Fyzabad, 
Trinidad; a church he later rebuilt. While rebuilding Rita Memorial was a help to the 
community, as well as to the members of the church, Keith had a longing and emptiness 
in his soul and felt as though more was needed. 

In early 1986, Keith married Sharon McClean because of the church’s unspoken 
implicit expectation that pastors should be married. To this union, Keshona, his daughter, 


was born on November 22, 1986. 
Keith’s Journey to America 


In 1987, as a young pastor of 26 years old heading a congregation and having 
built a church, Keith believed he was ready for more. Keith called Bishop Talbot, who 
was now serving the 6" Episcopal District (State of Georgia), and asked for assistance to 
attend college. Bishop Talbot offered him a scholarship to attend Morris Brown College, 
in Atlanta, Georgia one of several AME colleges in the United States. 

On August 14, 1987, Keith traveled to Atlanta to attend Morris Brown. Sharon, 
his wife, did not move to Atlanta with him. Keith’s marriage was suffering even before 
he left for the States. Sharon felt that there was too much pressure being a pastor’s wife. 
The marriage ended a little over a year later. Keith promised himself then, that if he 
married again, it would be to someone who embraced the idea of service and sharing him 
with the church and the congregation. 

On or about August 22, 1987, classes started, but the scholarship Keith was 


promised did not materialize. He attended Morris Brown for one year and accumulated a 


balance due for tuition, housing, and other expenses. The following year, 1988, Bishop 
HE A cams was assigned to the 6" Episcopal District. The scriptures say 
according to Exodus 1:8, that there arose a Pharaoh in Egypt who knew not Joseph; 
similarly, a bishop was assigned to the 6” Episcopal District who knew not Keith. He 
made an appointment to see Bishop Adams about the scholarship he was promised by 
Bishop Talbot. Bishop Adams said to him, “If you foreigners know you cannot afford to 
come to school here, you should not come.” The bishop’s venomous attitude was 
unbelievable to Keith. Bishop Adams then stated that he was not going to grant Keith’s 
scholarship request to attend Morris Brown. Keith told the bishop, “Through many 
dangers, toil and snares, I have already come; grace has brought me safe this far, and 
grace will lead me on.” To add insult to injury, after leaving his office, the bishop called 
the housing director of the dorm where Keith lived at Morris Brown and had his 
residency terminated. 

Keith was appalled that God’s representative would treat him so callously and 
disrespectfully. It drove his once spiritual high to an all-time low. The fact that he was an 
AME minister made it even more disappointing that Bishop Adams would not be willing 
to help. Keith was devastated. Here he was, a stranger in a strange land, deserted, 
abandoned, forsaken, and kicked to the curb by one of God’s supposed top 
representatives, a bishop in his denomination. Keith believed God had used this man to 
abandon him. As a consequence, Keith stopped attending church or affiliating with 
anything church-related. He said to God, “If you are the one who called me to ministry, 
who ordained my life for ministry, then whenever you’re ready for me, come and get 


me.” 


With no scholarship, Keith found a job in a restaurant where he worked as a 
dishwasher and busboy and lived in a simple apartment. His fellow West Indians, upon 
hearing of his plight, paid his tuition for one semester at Morris Brown. Afier just one 
semester and not having his scholarship restored, Keith decided to finish his studies at 
Georgia State University. Unfortunately, the transcript he needed from Morris Brown to 
transfer to Georgia State was not forthcoming because of the balance on his account. 
Bishop Adam’s office was called again to seek assistance. The bishop, once again, turned 
his back on Keith and refused to assist him. Yet, Keith could not further his education 
without the Morris Brown transcript. 

Keith did not give up. The work ethic instilled in him by his father helped him to 
understand that he could accomplish anything through hard work, commitment and 
dedication. The spirituality instilled in him by his mother helped him to understand that 
he could accomplish everything through faith. 

To survive, Keith worked at different restaurants until 1991. He became a general 
manager for an establishment in Underground Atlanta. During the middle of 1991, Keith 
decided to move from Atlanta to Los Angeles to work at Los Angeles International 
Airport (LAX). He flew to LAX, interviewed for the position and was offered the job on 
August 12, 1991. He was thrilled that he was finally going to get a break in what had 


been a series of disappointments since his arrival in 1987. 
Keith’s Return to Ministry 


Keith realized that he needed to get a work visa since his four-year student visa 
had expired during the year. He sought legal help to get the work visa. After paying two 


attorneys who did nothing, a third attorney did something. This attorney had Keith signa 


14 


blank application for a passport saying that this would take care of his visa problem; 
however, this attorney later improperly indicated on this application that Keith was born 
in the United States. 

On August 5, 1991, Keith was preparing to move to Los Angeles. He was in the 
process of transferring some of his belongings to a friend’s home, while driving another 
friend’s car, That morning, he felt a sense of dread and told Ray, who was riding along 
with him, that he believed he was going to die that day. And die he did. On the very same 
day, as he prepared for his move to Los Angeles, Keith received a knock on his door 
from people he thought were coming to buy some of his belongings. When Keith opened 
the door, three big, husky, white men who introduced themselves as federal agents from 
the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI), the Secret Service, and the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) invited themselves into his apartment. They were seeking a 
Keith Lawrence from New York for murder, drug trafficking, rape and passport fraud. 
Shock, awe and dismay barely begin to describe the emotions Keith felt. He had never 
lived in New York; he never used or sold drugs, he never even thought about rape. 
However, he did sign a blank passport application. He was arrested, taken into custody, 
and led out in handcuffs to their Lincoln Town Car. He could not believe that he had hit 
another speed bump in his spiritual journey, just when it appeared that things were 
looking up and he was about to move to Los Angeles. 

As the agents started to drive, Keith clearly saw a pair of praying hands at which 
time he believed then, as he does now, that this is when the Holy Spirit of God took hold 
of him. As Keith looks back over his spiritual journey, he cannot say that at the start of 


his ministry that he was saved or even converted. Without a doubt, he knew then that this 
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was his conversion experience; this was his moment of being saved. Keith’s old self died 
that day; that day he experienced a spiritual rebirth. The Holy Spirit told him that what 
was happening to him was only a smoke screen. Keith then remembered telling God that 
if God had called him to ministry and had ordained him and wanted him to be God’s 
minister that God would have to come and get him. The Holy Spirit said, “God is here to 
get you.” Needless to say, God got Keith’s attention and made it clear that God had not 
forsaken him and was still walking with him. Like Paul, this was Keith’s Damascus Road 
experience. Against his protestations, Keith was taken to the federal prison in Douglas 
County, Georgia and booked. 

Before making a court appearance the following day, Keith was offered a deal for 
leniency, if he would falsely testify against the person in charge of International Student 
Affairs at Morris Brown College, whom the authorities believed was selling F-1 visas to 
the students, Keith told the agents that he would not be a false witness against his 
neighbor. The signature on the passport form was his and he was willing to accept full 
responsibility for that no matter the consequences, but he was not willing to participate in 
the case against the other man, Trying to be true to his calling of which he was certain at 
this point, Keith started a Bible Study in the penitentiary. About a week later, the 
mistaken identity was confirmed, and the felony charges were dropped. However, the 
passport charge remained. Keith was given a $25,000 bond and was released one week 
later but could no longer accept the job in Los Angeles. 

In December 1991, Keith married for the second time. He married Cheryl Nelms 
who was the person he needed to walk with him in ministry. Cheryl, an educator, did not 


find the pressures of being a pastor’s wife too severe. She was then and now a spiritual 
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support during some of the most trying times of Keith’s life, reminding him that God still 
had God’s hand on him. 

The following year (1992), Keith was ordered to make restitution of $1,000 and 
serve 60 days in a halfway house, after which time he was bound over to the INS for 
further investigation. Two years later (1994), the immigration matter was settled before 
the Honorable Nicolas Nijelsky. Judge Nijelsky acknowledged that on the one hand, 
Keith was a gifted man making significant contributions to the community. On the other 
hand, he was a careless man who signed a passport application without reading it. The 
judge chastised the government for harassing Keith, granted him permanent residency, 
and wished him well in his new country! 

In the interim, Georgia received a new bishop, Donald George Kenneth Ming. 
Keith had served under Bishop Ming while in Trinidad. (After Bishop Talbot served the 
16" District from 1980-84, Bishop Ming, a Bermudan, served there from 1984-88.) 
Bishop Ming remembered him from his time in the 16" Episcopal District. He ordered 
the immediate release of Keith’s Morris Brown transcript and gave him an appointment 
to St. Paul AME Church in Madison, Georgia. Much like pharaoh remembered Joseph 


and restored him, Bishop Ming restored Keith. God truly moves in mysterious ways! 


Keith enrolled at Georgia State in August 1993. While most of his time at Georgia 
State was informative and substantive, he did encounter some trials and tribulations that 
required fervent prayer and remembering his father’s godly counsel to always strive to do 
what is right. Such advice helped deter Keith from exacting revenge upon a certain 


professor who tried to deprive him of a grade he had earned. 
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In 1994, Keith was appointed to St. John AME Church in Fairburn, Georgia. At 
St. John, his ministry flourished in terms of its impact on the community: under Keith’s 
leadership, the church built a medical clinic, daycare center, and mixed income housing. 
Keith grew a congregation of 35 to more than 700. In spite of the foregoing successes, he 
still felt that something was missing. 

In January 1999, Keith started in the Master of Divinity program at the Candler 
School of Theology at Emory University. He believed that being trained in seminary 
would be a feather in his cap and expose him to godly classmates and professors. 
Through his three-year journey at Candler, Keith truly needed the Lord on his side. He 
encountered more demons, devils, witchcraft, and mischief than he would have ever 
believed possible. Understandably, seminary is a breeding ground for the devil since the 
purpose of seminary is to train people for kingdom building. To make the journey 
through the spiritual landmine known as seminary took all the spiritual support that Keith 
could muster. 

One of his most trying times at Candler was when Keith took a pass/fail 
evangelism course that included going to England for two weeks with one of the 
professors. The two weeks culminated with each participant in the course preaching at a 
local church. Right before the time Keith was to go and preach in a church in the English 
countryside, he received a phone call that his mother had suffered a heart attack. He was 
allowed to leave early and forego the preaching event. Later, in an encounter with a 
United Methodist pastor, who was a friend of this professor, they disagreed strongly on 
why United Methodists are not really united, and the United Methodist pastor took 


offense. Later, the professor, after talking with his friend in the pastorate, tried to fail 
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Keith and brought up all manner of reasons to support this decision, including the fact 
that he did not preach the last week of the evangelism course, even though he was 
excused due to his mother’s illness. Another reason trumped up by this professor to fail 
Keith was because of an allegation that some of his papers were not his, pointing to what 
appeared to him to be a difference in his handwriting. Keith felt it necessary to speak 
with Candler’s dean to avoid any kind of catastrophic outcome. After speaking with the 
dean, and the dean speaking with the professor, Keith still did not receive a pass for the 
course. 

As was the case in every instance in Keith’s life where his soul was tried and 
troubled, there were angels who came to his rescue. In spite of the incident with the 
professor who accused him of cheating, there were angels at Candler who kept him on a 
spiritual path that helped him to avoid stepping on too many landmines. When Keith did 
step on a landmine and things appeared grim, these angels dressed his wounds and helped 
him on the path to recovery. 

In 2002, Keith felt a distinct pull from God that a reassignment was in order. The 
same spiritual struggle that he experienced at the beginning of his ministry was occurring 
again. However, this time, as opposed to earlier, Keith knew it was God speaking to him. 
While he now knows that it was definitely God speaking to his spirit, Keith was not sure 
what he was expected to do. On a visit home to Trinidad, all the rooms at all the hotels 
were taken. Keith was left with only the choice of staying in a makeshift room in the rear 
of a bed and breakfast. This reminded him so much of the biblical narrative where there 
was no room in the inn for the birth of Jesus; only a bed of hay in the stable. During 


Keith’s third evening in this ramshackle room, he experienced angels that seemed to run 
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up and down the walls telling him, “Don’t sleep, Keith, don’t sleep . .. God has 
something to tell you.” Needless to say, he could not sleep with this kind of commotion. 
It was almost like a storm in his room. It was so tumultuous that Keith threw up his hands 
and said to God, “Save me, save me!” At that time, Keith envisioned being lifted off the 
bed and escorted by the Holy Spirit into the sky. During his ascent, Keith was taken so 
high, that he became fearful at which time he was given a pair of wings. Now, feeling 
more secure since he had wings, the angels and he ascended a great deal higher to what 
appeared to be before the throne of God. 

The spirit of God instructed Keith to face right. Still nervous and fearful because 
he was suspended in air, he refused. Keith was forcibly turned to the right and saw some 
of the ugliest forms he had ever seen, when all of a sudden they transformed into some of 
the most beautiful forms he had ever seen. Then he was instructed to look to the left. 
Again, wanting to make sure that it was the voice of God he was hearing, he refused. 
Again, he was forcibly turned and saw the same gelatinous, ugly forms that again 
transformed into beautiful images. At this time Keith heard God say to him, “Your season 
is up and it is time to move.” God made it clear to Keith that a change was at hand but he 
was not sure of where, when, and how. Keith received what he thought was the 
commission to go and start a church, 

In 2004; after graduating from seminary and faithfully serving St. John for 10 
years and trying to be obedient to God’s plan for him to start a church, Keith picked up 
the phone to call the individual who was the current presiding bishop of the 6" Episcopal 
District to tender his resignation. As Keith was about to call, he received a call from 


Bishop John Bryant, another AME Bishop, who encouraged him to hold on and not leave 
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the AME Church. Keith allowed Bishop Bryant to persuade him to stay in the 
denomination. Soon after, Keith received a promotion and was moved to New Bethel 
AME Church in Lithonia, Georgia. His salary and benefits were more than he imagined 
ever making as a young pastor in Fyzabad, Trinidad. Here was a church with more than 
1,800 members, more than 15 acres of prime real estate, a second campus where the older 
church stood, and plans to expand the building of the present facility. It became apparent 
18 months later that this was merely a necessary detour to his intended destination. God 
had to come and get Keith once again to set him on the path that God wanted him to 
travel. 

Around January 2005, Keith started dreaming about being chased by people in 
places that had snakes and demons. He would wake up each morning tired. Around 
February 2006, these dreams seemed to translate into reality. This was the prelude to one 
of the most trying periods of Keith’s life. He had also received the dreams as a warning 
for impending turmoil. To shelter his mother—who had come to live with him from 
Trinidad years earlier— from adversity, Keith sent her to New Jersey to live with one of 
his sisters, Shortly thereafter, his mother moved back home to Trinidad. 

On the 21" of March 2006, the exact date of his 27" anniversary in ministry, 
Keith received for his anniversary gift a call from a steward in his church to let him know 
that there was a meeting going on in his absence where some of the officers in the church 
were plotting his downfall. The lay spiritual leaders of this congregation were plotting to 
get rid of him in spite of his growing the congregation from 1,800 to 3,300 members and 
increasing the money collected from approximately $18,000 per Sunday to an average of 


$30,000 per Sunday. After the schemers spread lies about financial irregularities, sexual 
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impropriety, and excessive benevolence to rally support to get rid of Keith, they took 
their concerns directly to the bishop. That same night, Keith’s mother had a major stroke. 

Back at New Bethel, the zealousness and magnitude of evilness Keith witnessed 
in an attempt to get rid of him was amazing. There were a multitude of false witnesses. 
His administrative assistant accused him of sexual harassment. Members of the steward 
board accused him of stealing money. Keith’s chief financial officer was about to be 
demoted, so he fueled the fire of deception and false accusations to get rid of Keith 
before Keith got rid of him. The throngs were calling for his crucifixion. Bishop 
DeVeaux, now the presiding prelate of the 6" Episcopal District, without sufficient 
evidence, sent Keith a letter giving him a six-month suspension from service. Keith had 
difficulty finding the words to describe the pain he felt after serving 27 years without a 
blemish on his record and after building churches and growing congregations, to be 
treated as he was treated. In the midst of this storm, God spoke and said, “Now, go do 
what I asked you to do.” This gave Keith a peace that transcended all understanding and 
allowed him to withstand his trial by fire. 

It appeared to be the right time for a shovel. Everyone, who is saved, has a 
spiritual weapon given by God to him or her to deal with adversity. Keith’s weapon is the 
shovel. When Keith was 13 years old, he had a dream that he was trying to climb to the 
top of a hill and kept falling down never reaching the top. One of the times he fell, he met 
Reverend Philip Thorne at the bottom of the hill. Reverend Thorne had baptized Keith in 
the Caribbean Sea and was another one of his spiritual mentors. “What are you doing 
down here?” he asked. “I’m trying to get to the top of this hill but I keep falling down.” 


“Amen, Amen, try again, Amen,” Reverend Thorne said. After another attempt, Keith 
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succeeded in reaching the top of the hill where He found a wide-open field. Suddenly, he 
was given a shovel and told to defend himself. He wondered against what or whom? All 
of a sudden, throngs of people rushed him and started attacking him. Keith started 
swinging his shovel beating them off. Eventually, Keith was overcome and losing the 
fight when as if from out of nowhere—a pair of wings appeared on his back and he was 
able to fly away from danger. It was not until 33 years later that Keith found a need to use 
that shovel again. 

It was in 2006; Keith dreamt that he was at Bishop Ming’s house on an external 
staircase where waiting for him at the bottom was a large black dog, a snake, and a 
gorilla. The shovel appeared just in time to fend off his attackers. After that, Keith 
noticed a casket and funeral director out by the curb. He slowly approached the casket, 
knowing that he might not like what he would find. It happened that the casket was 
empty. This let him know that through the battle he was about to face and Job 13:15, no 
one would die: “Yea, though they tried to slay me, God brought me through.” 

It was incredulous to Keith that the same people he ministered to and who praised 
him for how he had positively affected their lives were now trying to kill him. The 
leadership of his denomination, who had deemed him worthy of plum appointments, was 
now trying to kill him. The woman Keith had hired to be his administrative assistant, 
whom he paid well and with whom he was lenient, was now trying to kill him, There was 
no evidence provided to support the allegations and accusations against Keith. Even so, 
the bishop never took the time to pray for him during this time of crisis. People who had 
been his friends for many years and with whom he took annual vacations, walked away 


from him. Keith was living in the Valley of Dry Bones. In Psalm 27:10, the psalmist 
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declares that “When my father and mother forsake me, then the Lord will pick me up.” 
God came and got him again. 

Keith is often asked if he believes he should have left the AME Church at the time 
that he first picked up the phone to tender his resignation. What if he had ignored Bishop 
Bryant’s plea for him to stay, especially in light of the horrendous incident that happened 
at New Bethel? In retrospect, Keith believes that incident was a necessary detour that 
allowed him to meet people who would form the groundwork for Global 
EmPOWERment Ministries, the ministry he was to create. Had Keith left the AME 
Church when he first started to do so, after his 10 years at St. John, he would not have 


had the solid foundation that he acquired after the 18 months at New Bethel. 
Where God Guides, God Provides 


On June 18, 2006, the first Sunday service of Global EmPOWERment Ministries 
(GEM) met in Shiloh High School in Snellville, Georgia. After only eight Sundays in the 
auditorium, it was necessary to move to the larger gymnasium. After a few Sundays in 
the gymnasium, they moved to the new auditorium. In June 2007, GEM moved to 661 
Rockbridge Road in Lilburn, Georgia. 

On October 4, 2007, Lena Simeon Lawrence, Keith’s rock, his cheerleader, his 
best friend, his mother, made her transition. Keith traveled to Trinidad to perform the 
funeral of his mother who was laid to rest on October 10, 2007, the same day his wife 
was in Atlanta having breast cancer surgery. 

In February 2008, GEM left 661 Rockbridge Road and moved to 1836 
Rockbridge Road, in Stone Mountain, Georgia, where they leased the premises until God 


blessed them to be able to purchase this location consisting of 12 acres. This location also 
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includes Global EmPOWERment Ministries Christian School of Excellence. Precious 
GEMs Daycare is scheduled to start at this location in the near future. 

The foregoing victory came about through spiritual revelation. The lease at 661 
Rockbridge Road was $25,000 per month, a figure Keith and his congregation felt was 
too high. Keith and his congregation decided to fast and pray about another location to 
discern if God wanted them to move. Literally in the middle of the fast, Keith received a 
phone call from someone who said that Keith’s name was just mentioned in a prayer 
session he was attending, and offered Keith a nearby property to consider for prayer. That 
property was 1836 Rockbridge Road. When Keith first visited this site, he was not 
impressed. However, when he returned with a group of his partners, they saw that this 
was just what they needed. As they held hands in the rear of this property and prayed 


about it, God spoke to Keith and said that they should purchase the property. 
Keith’s Current God Assignment 


Keith believes that his current God assignment is to minister to the world. This 
assignment is confirmed by the things he encountered. He is to EmPOWER ordinary 
people to do extraordinary things through faith in God. Keith believes that God has given 
him this assignment because he has given him the gift of faith. The gift of faith is 
different from merely having faith. The gift of faith means that in every area of life, faith 
is what drives and motivates one to live for Christ. When one merely possesses faith, one 
relies on faith only part of the time. The gift of faith means that every single thing that 
one does is born of and driven by faith. As in the Book of Hebrews 11:1 it says, “Faith is 
the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen,” to this end, Keith 


believes that if you can see what you are trying to accomplish, it is not a product of faith. 
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Keith believes that he has been faithful to his assignment. To fulfill his 
assignment, Keith has planted the seed of an independent, nondenominational, global 
ministry. There is room for improvement. While Keith continues to believe that he knows 
when God speaks to him, He must admit that there are times when he does not clearly 
interpret what he should do and when he should do it. Regardless, through his faith, his 
trust, and his confidence in God, Keith eventually ends up doing what God would have 


him do; if not at the precise time God would have him do it. 
Spiritual Rejuvenation 


To continue to keep his spirit rejuvenated, Keith continually enhances his spiritual 
wellbeing by attending seminars and workshops including the Hampton University 
Ministers’ Conference, which he has attended for the last 16 years. Keith maintains his 
physical fitness through exercise. He maintains his spiritual awareness through his 
theological readings. Lately, Keith has been reading books on leadership, including one 


by Dr. Myles Monroe. 
What Keith Knows for Sure 


Throughout his spiritual journey, one thing Keith has developed is an 
understanding of when God speaks to him. Earlier in his journey, he was not sure when 
God was leading him. Now, without a doubt, Keith knows when God speaks to him. 
Whether through turbulent waters, or beside peaceful shores, Keith knows when God 
speaks to him. Whether through times of adversity, or through the mouths of babes, Keith 


knows when God speaks to him. Keith trusts that as he continues on this spiritual 
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journey, he will find it within himself to be more obedient to what God wants of him and 
when God wants it. 

Keith felt that by encountering United Theological Seminary on his spiritual 
journey, that his perception of God’s desires for his life and for his ministry would be 
greatly enhanced. Saying this, shortly after his matriculation through United Theological 
Seminary he met a clergy couple who would become significant additions to his ministry 
and his fulfillment of God’s plan for his life. Ironically speaking, in meeting this couple, 
he discovered that they too had similar experiences with oppression and abuse at the 
hands of bishops and parishioners and shared his desire to provide transformational 
ministry that provided a greater quality of life for all people. 

Ultimately, the ministry couple accepted the opportunity to join the Global 
EmPOWERment Ministries team as Executive Pastors. Together along with other 
ministry leaders, Global EmnPOWERment Ministries is now poised to realize the vision 


that God gave Keith many years before. 


CHAPTER TWO 


STATE OF THE ART IN THIS MINISTRY MODEL 


David Johnson and Jeff VanVonderen in their book, Subtle Power of Spiritual 
Abuse: Recognizing and Escaping Spiritual Manipulation and False Spiritual Authority 
Within the Church say, “Whereas Christ has called us to freedom and rest, too many in 
the body of Christ are not encouraging wounded, struggling people to begin their healing 
by resting in the grace of God, but rather to work harder for the benefits of salvation. And 
if these formulas are questioned, those in spiritual authority often feel threatened. 
Protecting a doctrine, or their own position, they turn on the very ones who have come 
seeking help.”! Johnson and VanVonderen go on to say that this form of practice is called 
spiritual abuse. And while many will balk at the thought of rampant spiritual abuse in the 
life of the church, it is more prevalent than one would think. 

Joy T. Melton says that as Christians, we are called to live according to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. She says that from our Christian heritage we accept the tradition and 
experience set forth in the Old Testament Scriptures as our own and we find a strong 
tradition of hospitality and generosity. In her book entitled, Safe Sanctuaries: Reducing 
the Risk of Abuse in the Church for Children and Youth, Melton says that justice and 
hospitality were essential elements of the covenant between God and God’s people. No 
matter what the place of worship looked like, the people treasured it as a holy place, a 
sanctuary where they were able to worship in safety and harmony. Melton goes on to say 
that today, we must remember that our churches are holy places of sanctuary for the 

‘David Johnson and Jeff VanVonderen, Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse: Recognizing & Escaping 


Spiritual Manipulation and False Spiritual Authority Within the Church (Bloomington, MN: Bethany 
House Publishers, 1991), 12. 
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children of God. Our churches must continue to be places where people of all ages can 
come together for worship, study, and service, with the assurance that they are safe and 
secure in the community of faith.? Oppression and abuse comes in many forms, child 
abuse happens to be one of the largest forms of abuse and oppression in today’s church. 
Melton is convicted by her work that child abuse prevention and ministry protection 
policies and procedures are essential for every congregation, not only for the protection 
and safety of children but also for volunteers and employed workers with children, She 
goes on to say, “The gospel calls us to be engaged in ministry with children and youth. 
We must not allow the risks to undermine or stop ministry. Rather we must acknowledge 
the risks and develop a practical plan to reduce them; take steps to prevent harm to 
children and workers; and continue to answer the gospel’s imperative to be in ministry 
with children, making a difference in their lives.” 

The Bible is decisive. God calls us to make our churches safe places, protecting 
our children and other vulnerable persons from sexual and ritual abuse. God calls us to 
create communities of faith where children and adults grow safely and strongly. In 
response to the biblical mandate to provide safe sanctuaries for children, Milton says that 
all congregations should do the following. 

+ Develop and implement an ongoing education plan for the 
congregation and its leaders on the reality of child abuse, risk 
factors leading to child abuse, and strategies for prevention 

* Adopt screening procedures for (use of application forms, 
interview, reference checks, background clearance, and so forth) 


for workers (paid and unpaid) directly or indirectly involved in the 
care of children and youth 


2Joy Thomburg Melton, Safe Sanctuaries: Reducing the Risk of Abuse in the Church for Children 
and Youth (Nashville, TN: Discipleship Resources, 2008), 7. 
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« Develop and implement safety procedures for church activities 
such as having two or more nonrelated adults present in classrooms 
or at activities; leaving doors open and installing half-doors or 
windows in doors or halls; providing hall monitors; instituting 
sign-in and sign-out procedures for children ages ten or younger; 
and so forth 

« Advise children and young persons of an agency or person outside 
as well as within the local church whom they can contact for 
advice and help if they have suffered abuse 

¢ Carry liability insurance that includes sexual abuse coverage 


« Assist the development of awareness and self-protection skills for 
children and youth through special curriculum and activities 


+ Be familiar with annual conference and other church policies 
regarding clergy sexual misconduct.* 


Ken Blue, in his book Healing Spiritual Abuse: How to Break Free From Bad 
Church Experiences, picks up on the issue of spiritual abuse and broadens its definition 
by saying that spiritual abuse has been a problem for the people of God from the start. 
Blue says that abuse of any type occurs when someone has power over another and uses 
that power to hurt. Physical abuse means that someone exercises physical power over 
another, causing physical wounds. And spiritual abuse happens when a leader with 
spiritual authority uses that authority to coerce, control or exploit a follower, thus causing 
spiritual wounds.° 

Spiritual abuse may differ from some other forms of abuse in that it is rarely 
perpetrated with intent to maim or produce significant harm. Spiritual abusers are 


curiously naive about the effects of their exploitation. They rarely intend to hurt their 


“Wbid., 12. 
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victims. They are usually so narcissistic or so focused on some great thing they are doing 
for God that they do not notice the wounds they are inflicting on their followers.® 

Some spiritual leaders gently coerce their congregations through skillful use of 
the language of intimacy and trust. This same technique of subtle manipulation is evident 
in upscale restaurants. Servers in these restaurants are well trained in the vocabulary and 
body language of friendliness and familiarity. By the proper use of key words, touches 
and gestures, the server gains the customer’s trust. He or she then plays on this trust, 
manipulating the customer into ordering what the restaurant wants to sell rather than what 
the customer wants to eat. The purpose is to extract the greatest amount of money while 
making the customer feel loved and cared for.” 

Many church leaders are skilled in this language of intimacy and trust as well. 
With it they gain the support of their followers and are able to run the church as they 
please. In light of the serious trauma caused by heavy-handed abusers, such subtle 
manipulation may seem quite minor. It is significant, however, because it is a violation of 
trust. 

God desires that each of God’s children walk in victory and freedom in all areas 
of life, The fall of Adam made it impossible, of course, for humanity to achieve this on its 
own. And while oppression is realized in every walk of life, there can be no really 
pervasive system of oppression without the consent of the oppressed. And sometimes that 


consent was given years before.* 


“Ibid., 13. 
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According to Rebecca Greenwood, author of Breaking the Bonds of Evil: How to 
Set People Free From Demonic Oppression, in order to be free from the bonds of 
oppression, one must be delivered. Deliverance means to be rescued from bondage or 
danger. Bondage in this context means subjection to a force, power or influence. 
Oppression means the cruel exercise of power over another. A person who is oppressed 
feels heavily weighted down in mind or body. You do not have to be involved in 
deliverance ministry for long to realize that this is the way demons treat their victims. 
They exercise their owner callously, often hindering the mental and physical functioning 
of the captive.’ 

Another form of oppression used in the life of the church was the philosophy of 
uplifi according to Robert Greg, author of Sparks from the Anvil of Oppression, The 
notion of uplift was centered around African Americans accepting what white and black 
intellectuals deemed as the state of arrival or manhood based on a white ethos. The 
appeal of uplift was that it meant different things to different people thus allowing for 
oppression to subtly rule and dominate both elite and lower class blacks. For social clites 
it meant accommodation to mainstream American culture; for the lower classes it meant 
the possibility and promise of full equality. For the elite it was comforting and 
conservative because it promised integration and equality only after people lower on the 
scale of civilization had undergone a transformation and had proved themselves worthy. 
For members of the lower classes, the idea of uplift held out the possibility that they 


could ascend the Social Darwinist ladder and the promise that when they reached the top 
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they would benefit from the same rights as other Americans to define and shape their 
world according to their own needs. . 

Abuse: Response And Prevention: Our Churches and Homes Shouldn't Be Places 
That Hurt; A Guide for Church Leaders is a document published by the Mennonite 
Central Committee (MCC) designed to empower pastor and people toward the 
eradication of abuse of parishioners. According to the MCC, abuse is one person or a 
group of individuals using coercive or manipulative actions to control others. Abuse is 
about misuse of power. The goal of abusive behavior is to gain or exercise control over 
those perceived as weaker. Abuse is more common when there is pre-existing power 
differences which can be exploited, such as in the following relationships: male/female, 
parent/child, teacher/student, pastor/parishioner, older relative/younger relative, 
caregiver/elderly person.'! The MCC sees abuse happening physically, emotionally, 
spiritually, sexually and through harassment. However, according to the MCC’s theology 
of peace, members are called to reject violence. In order for this to happen, it would 
require awareness that power exists and that power should be used for the wellbeing of 
others. The MCC sees power being used to resist evil and violence much like Jesus did.!? 

In an article entitled, “Church Bondage: Brainwashing, Mind Control, 
Indoctrination, Oppression, Coercion, Intimidation, Legalism, False Teaching, Shame, 
Guilt, and Bondage in the Modern Christian Church,” by Kent R. Rieske, modern 


Christian churches use brainwashing, mind control, indoctrination, oppression, coercion, 


Robert Greg, Sparks from the Anvil of Oppression (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 
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intimidation, legalism, false teaching, guilt, shame, peer pressure, and other bondage 
techniques to control members, increase church attendance, and obtain more money. The 
goal is said to be winning souls to Christ, but the underlying agenda is the desire for more 
power, control, and money. These mind control and bondage techniques are not needed to 
win souls to Christ. In fact, they are very counterproductive to soul winning. 

The focus on money in a particular church, for example, is easily seen by reading 
the congregation’s website, watching their TV or listening to their radio ministries. The 
typical website has information for ordering books, tapes, videos, and other materials 
from their online store. They may have tricky methods to encourage the visitor to give 
money. They talk more about money than about God, Jesus Christ, or the Holy Spirit. 
Rarely do any of these churches present a clear or correct gospel message on their 
website, radio, or TV programs. They use special presentations to entice the visitor to 
give their money, such as: 


* Pledge online. (Taking an oath is forbidden in Scripture.)A panic 
plea to give now in order to keep us on the radio, TV, or whatever. 


« Helpa poor starving child in some distant land. The child is shown 
with flies on his face. 


¢ Support our new building program, new TV studio, or whatever. 


«Mail us your prayer request. (They are really looking for your 
check and will throw the prayer request away.) 


® Join our tour of the Holy Land. (They are really getting a free trip 
themselves plus making a profit.) 


¢ Special offers. (They know you are more likely to send money if 
you get a little something in return.)"? 


Kent R. Rieske, Church Bondage: Brainwashing, Mind Control, Indoctrination, Oppression, 
Coercion, Intimidation, Legalism, False Teaching, Shame, Guilt, and Bondage in the Modern Christian 
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Rieske says, the number of church members is directly proportional to the church 
budget. Getting more new members means getting more new money. Money is a prime 
motivation in Christian churches today. You most likely will not see the gospel reading 
printed in the Sunday bulletin, but you will see something about paying your tithes, the 
church budget, new building plan, or the amount of money collected during last week's 
service. Collecting the tithes and offerings is one part of the church service that is never 
forgotten. Jesus spoke and acted harshly with the money changers in the Temple who 
were making money by fraudulently representing God. Jesus called them a den of thieves. 

Church members come to accept the policies, practices, and teachings in their 
church as they drift into bondage from the brainwashing techniques used by church 
officials. This indoctrination is so effective that the member later denies s/he has been 
brainwashed. People who have been brainwashed never know it themselves. Humans can 
easily be taught to believe something that can easily be proven to be absolutely false. 
Brainwashing can extend to groups of people without a limit in size or scope. Millions of 
people were brainwashed to believe Communism was the best economic system until the 
truth was exposed by the fall of the Soviet Union. Cults and false religions have used 
these techniques with great success for centuries, and Christian churches frequently resort 
to the same methods, Parents of brainwashed children have engaged reprogramming 
experts in an attempt to rescue their children from a cult or false religion. Rescue 
becomes extremely difficult when the oppressed is an adult who is protected by law from 
outside rescuers. Many parents grew up in Christian churches that used mind control 


techniques, and they raise their children to receive the same indoctrination generation 
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after generation. They live their entire lives not coming to the knowledge that they have 
been brainwashed. '* 

According to Dale Wolery, pastors should be the last people to perpetrate abuse. 
The idea is disconcerting and repulsive, but God’s people sometimes do God’s work in 
destructive ways. Surely not every clergyperson is an abuser, and yet many thoughtful 
observers believe that spiritual abuse, intentional or not, have become the norm for 
modern pastors. Wolery says, any ministerial behavior, his or someone else’s, that 
damages someone’s relationship with God is spiritual abuse. But it is not just a clergy 
problem, People in the pews have an enormous appetite for abuse. The fear and shame 
that motivate the abusers are the same feelings that often motivate victims to accept the 
abuse. Some church attendees would not have church any other way. Within the church, 
spiritual abuse has become so normalized that it is viewed as the path to spiritual growth. 
We crave what hurts us because we believe it is best for us.'® The passion and certainty 
with which Wolery writes grew out of two painful realities: (1) he has been spiritually 
abused and (2) he, in turn, has been the abuser. Wolery has contributed to the mounting 
epidemic of spiritual abuse in our Christian community. Wolery says that his abuse was 
mostly unintentional, but it damaged others. The child who is whipped by a parent carries 
the soul scars despite any parental good intentions. 

Recognizing he was spiritually abuse as a pastor has been gradual. So has his 
recovery as both abuser and victim. Recognizing the abuse in others and in himself has 
been both painful and helpful. Those who have experienced his ministry over the years 
might well have been as unaware as Wolery that he was abusing them. Recognizing the 
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distorted, damaging pieces on our spiritual journeys is the first step toward true 
spirituality.’ 

Spiritual abusers come in a variety of personalities. One kind of spiritual abuser is 
the Uninformed Dogmatician. Too often pastors proclaim the scriptures as if they were 
the authority, being ignorant of their own spirituality, needs, desires, and feelings, 
Wolery says, his perceived need to be viewed as the authority was met, and those in his 
congregation who were overly dependent on authority felt that their needs were met. In 
fact, they encouraged him in this damaging stance, treating him like the expert— the 
guru— and telling him they liked it when he stepped on their toes. But instead of 
becoming more spiritual, the congregation and its leader fell into a ditch together. Like a 
blind leader of the blind, Wolery helped create an enslaving, damaging discipleship 
system. He focused on the intellectual and less meaningful details of biblical passages 
and missed the heart of the Good News.” 

Another kind of abuser is the Rigid Ruler. Usurping the throne of God, the pastor 
calls the shots about when you should attend church, how much you should give, what 
you should look like, and how you should treat them, your spouse, and your children, 
This type of abuser interprets the scriptures for the congregation, not allowing sound 
reasoning or questions. The rigid performance standards with which the pastor burdens 
their people destroy freedom and grace. This type of pastor distorts the image of God, 
projecting him or herself as the Enforcer, the Harsh Taskmaster. The Rigid Ruler 


imposes his own control, using fear and shame. Congregations support this abuse by 


"Ibid. 


"Ibid. 


37 


hiring pastor after pastor based on whether they have the same rigid convictions.’ 

The Reality Bender also spiritually abuses people. As pastors, we should be ever 
searching for the truth about how we feel, what matters most to us, what our real 
priorities are, whether we are being honest about our spiritual journeys, what personal 
challenges we face, and whether we are wrestling with dark secrets. We should be honest 
and real. Instead, this type of pastor bends the truth. They project a reality they do not 
enjoy. When their lives become unmanageable they feel compelled to put on a happy face 
and act, instead of telling the truth. Such role playing bends what is real and deceives 
those who are trying to find out what God is like. This perverts Christianity at the core. 

To be sure, people in the pews encourage the spiritual abuse of bending reality. It 
is somehow more comfortable to put the pastor on a pedestal, even if that pedestal is built 
ona lie, than to graciously accept them with all their flaws. This came home powerfully 
to Wolery, when as a pastor, he shared for the first time that he had been seeking 
professional help. Elders, as well as other church members, were angered and 
embarrassed. The push to put pastors on the pedestal contributes to the sickening cycle of 
spiritual abuse. ” 

According to Rafael Martinez, director of Spiritwatch Ministries, and in an article 
entitled, How to Spot Religious Abuse. there are five warning signs of religious abuse and 
oppression. The first is unchecked authoritarian leadership, a practice which can be seen 
through a high-handed exhibition of authority, which often appears unnervingly 


legitimate. Spiritual abuse can take place in the context of doctrinally sound, Bible 
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preaching, fundamental, conservative Christianity. All that is needed for abuse is a pastor 
accountable to no one and therefore beyond confrontation. Authoritarian leaders are 
ecclesiastical loners. That is, they do not function well or willingly in the context of 
systematic checks or balances. They are fiercely independent and refuse to be part of a 
structure of accountability. To put it crudely, they operate a one-man or one-woman 
spiritual show. And God help the person who gets in the way or makes waves.” 

According to Martinez, the warning signs sometimes will point to a board of 
elders or its equivalent, but more likely than not, this turns out to be a faithful inner circle 
of clones that implicitly accepts all that the leader sets forth. Abusive pastors often come 
from troubled backgrounds and are very insecure persons despite the take charge image 
they may project. They are power hungry people who crave visibility. Leaders who inflict 
spiritual violence often hide behind the smoke screen of authority to gain power. It is 
important to understand that religiously abusive church leadership is most visible when it 
demands public and private attention to be given to itself; that is, seemingly absolute 
control over the flock by the pastor. Often, in aberrant churches, this is not an easy thing 
to discern, and yet, it is frequently one of the danger signs that are too easily overlooked. 
Such leaders will seem too quick to chastise members, often in harsh forums of public 
rebuke. 

Secondly, the congregation's social characteristics provide danger signals as well. 
Membership of authoritarian churches is frequently comprised of young, spiritually 
immature Christians. This kind of church is successful because it is meeting basic human 
needs: (a) the need to belong; (b) the need to be affirmed; (c) to be accepted and (d) to be 
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part of a family. It is not unusual for the leaders to assume the role of surrogate parents, 
especially for those young adults who come from dysfunctional family backgrounds. It is 
just this sort of yearning need and sincere zeal that the aberrant church pastor uses to 
exploit his flock through manipulative control. Abusive church leaders foster an 
unhealthy form of dependency, spiritually and otherwise, by focusing on themes of 
submission and obedience to those in authority. They create the impression that people 
just are not going to find their way through life's maze without a lot of firm directives 
from those at the top.”! 

These firm directives are fleshed out in a demanding lifestyle of rigidity that is 
actually a form of the most basic and destructive type of legalism. A black and white 
view of the world is the mentality that is created in the minds of the abusive church's 
congregation. Do's and don'ts found in church-supplied codes of conduct are taken so 
seriously that they have a stifling effect upon the spiritual liberty that Christians should 
enjoy and impose a dangerously controlling conformity upon the congregation. A major 
component of such control is the usage of unspoken expectations: moral directives that 
everyone in the group knows are the law, the way things are, but which are never 
explicitly spelled out until one haplessly breaks one of them. It is then that punishment or 
sanctions are imposed.” 

The third sign of impending trouble in a church is an obsession with discipline 
and excommunication. Beware of churches that warn of certain doom if you leave their 
covering, or if you break covenant. Once banished from the group, little compassion is 
shown the wayward one. Again and again, it has been observed that former members of 
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aberrant churches, when contemplating leaving the group, were issued dire warnings that 
they were backsliding, compromising and facing judgment from God. Church members 
who are seen as stepping out of line will find themselves being shunned or criticized by 
the so-called true believers in public, and will usually face much harsher treatment in the 
larger abusive church congregation, Demeaning public rebuke, even ridicule from the 
pulpit is one means of religious abuse disguised as discipline.” 

But more often such power ploys are extended across the congregation or 
congregations in question through even subtler and indirect ways. As a means of 
preemptive control, the public teachings and private social life are regularly used to 
deliver indirect, yet unmistakable hints to potential troublemakers and the membership at 
large that one could never gain the same depth of spiritual truth anywhere else. Only 
among the group could true insights into life be found, the real interpretation of the Bible 
is discovered, the closest and deepest fellowship be experienced. With such carrots 
dangled on such long sticks for all to see, the reinforcement of the group's exclusivism is 
accomplished, making the fear of exclusion from such a group so close to the ultimate 
truth, it becomes an ultimate horror to be avoided at all costs.”* 

A fourth sign of aberrance in a church is when the church encourages complete 
isolation or strong distancing of its membership from family and friends not involved in 
the group. Even family relationships within the group become severely disrupted and 
strained, since the demands for attention to be given to the spiritual family become all 
important. Parental and marital bonds may be strained or shattered over the need for 
individual family members to more fully identify with the church group, and non- 
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member relations outside of the group are often stunned at how cold and distant their 
once loving family members became when they got religious. The abusive church's 
spiritual family then appears to become the recipients of the warm family ties and 
affections from group members who have withdrawn from their own family.** 

The fifth and final sign of abusive behavior in a church is its tendency towards 
isolation from other churches. There is a conscious effort to limit input and contact with 
thoughts and ideas from outside the church's own circle. This is what is known as 
information control and is a crucial element of what is known as mind control. Martinez 
says, “Beware of the church where outside speakers are consistently denied access to the 
pulpit, and where other Christian churches are regularly denounced, belittled or 
ridiculed." News events, local happenings, and even personal events are reinterpreted by 
the church leadership in such a way so as to lead the congregation to see the world as a 
place to be avoided. Bible verses are misquoted as divine sanction for these actions, 
citing the need to be separate from the doomed and satanic world order outside of the 
group's domain.” 

This contributes to the construction of a completely sealed society of people who 
effectively shut out the world from among them, even though they may continue to move 
within it. Newspapers, television programming, and even ordinary social interaction with 
other members of the larger culture become strongly discouraged. The issue goes way 
beyond a pious avoidance of tempting imagery and thought but actually is a means to 
stifle and control the thoughts, consciences and spiritual autonomy of the individual 
member. This marks the final terrifying descent of a group of zealous Christians under 
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the leadership of manipulative leaders into a horrific deception and legalistic bondage, 


from which it is then almost virtually indistinguishable from outright cultism.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 
FOUNDATIONS 


Biblical Foundations 


Throughout the Bible, there are narratives that inform, encourage, and discourage 
in response to certain human situations. Some of the narratives, like the account of Purim 
in the Book of Esther, inform readers how certain practices came to be. Other narratives, 
like Job’s story, encourage those going through hard times to be obedient, persevere and 
keep the faith that God will bring them through. Likewise, there are some narratives, like 
the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, which discourage readers from lascivious lifestyles 
lest they face obliteration. What speaks to this writer and his situation are the narratives 
that encourage obedience in the face of hardship and how to persevere through the storms 
and arrows of jealousy and accusations. 

In the Old Testament book of 2 Chronicles 7:14, God boldly declares: 

If those who are called according to the purpose of God, would 

humble themselves, pray and seek after God, and refuse to do any 

evil whatsoever. God says, God would hear from heaven above, 


and forgive any inequities against God, and would simultaneously 
restore their land. 


A powerful declaration made by a powerful God who has the ability to restore humanity 
and the land in which humanity dwells. This is a decree to any person, group, church, 
community, or nation who would fear the Lord and respond to the Lord’s call. In 2 
Chronicles, there is proof that God loves God’s church and is calling for the church to 
take the lead and help restore order in a land flowing with milk and honey. Today, that 
same preternatural stream is still in existence, like a might river flowing in our hearts. 


The question is, and remains, is the church prepared to continue making physical 
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sacrifices, or is it ready to provide spiritual sacrifices? In the Old Testament, turtledoves, 
lamb, goats, and even small children were some sacrificial items offered up to the Lord. 
Today, God only requires repentance, forgiveness, and the belief in God to satisfy God’s 
thirst for righteousness. This is our role as the church, to lead God’s people to forgiveness 
and repentance so that obedience can take place naturally. This role is critical to the 
spiritual survival of the people and community in which we serve. 

In the book of Numbers! 1-20 is a continuance of the theme: that in spite the 
providence of God, the Israelites continued to murmur, and on occasion rebelled against 
Moses. The manna provided by God was not good enough for them. This is because fresh 
in their collective memory was the aroma of a steady diet that included meat. Coupled 
with murmuring, there is a growing leadership schism in Moses’ camp being instigated 
by Moses’ own family members; Aaron and Miriam. 

Not too much is known about the years of Israel’s sojourn at 

Kadesh and its vicinity, but this reoccurring theme does offer a 

somewhat vivid glimpse of how the people were bonded together 

into a greater unity and solidarity through bitter struggle and 

suffering.’ 

Nonetheless, it is apparent that the discontent under Moses’ leadership did not become a 
stable, unified community overnight. However, by a centripetal force, the liberating 
action of the Lord pulls them toward the center of a common covenant allegiance. Then 
again, there were also powerful centrifugal forces that pulled away from the center; 
humanlike conditions, such as tribal rivalry, power struggles for leadership, hunger and 


thirst, and the human incapacity for faith. We can visualize this at the oasis of Kadesh 


where these two forces were in conflict. Humanly speaking, there is every reason to 
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believe that the covenant bond between humanity and God would have dissipated amid 
the disruptive tensions in the wilderness. However, as Israel looked back on the desert 
experience in view of the covenant faith, it became clearer through these trials that God 
was uniting and disciplining the people for the historical assignment that lay ahead of 
them. This truth is later confirmed in the scriptures: 

Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the 

desert these forty years to humble you and to test you in order to 

know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his 

commands. God humbled you, causing you to hunger and then 

feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had 

known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on 

every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD (Deut. 8:23). 

Eventually, the hardships of the desert and the lack of comfortable living space 
compelled the children of Israel to look for better living conditions. A group of twelve 
spies was sent out from the Kadesh base to survey the hill country of Canaan. The 
reconnaissance force brought back a report that the land was fertile, and indeed flowing 
with milk and honey. “However, other members of the team reported that the land was 
heavily fortified, and that the enemy was larger in physical stature then they were. The 
enemy was big, and they were in comparison were made to seem like mere grasshoppers” 
(Num. 13:32-33). 

A sharp division arose over whether an attempt to invade Canaan from the South 
and occupy the land should be made. It is noteworthy to mention this here and dispel 
popular ideas. The original ten of twelve spies’ initial report did not discourage the 
attempted occupation of the Promised Land, but only the strategy by which they would 
proceed. This suggests to this writer that this initial meeting was held in a joint session 


amongst the tribal leaders. One could imagine that only after taking a period of rest from. 


deliberations that word leaked out of the indecisiveness on the part of the leadership 
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team. Joshua and Caleb were in favor of initiating the attack in spite of the odds against 
them, but the majority did not share this view. They were frustrated and as a result, 
sought a leader to guide them back to Egypt, a land that seemed to resemble one flowing 
with milk and honey. 

After agreeing that an adventurous attempt to possess that which was promised by 
God was more favorable than continuing the present existence of wandering aimlessly, 
the Hebrews decided to find a way forward. Joshua and Caleb are the real heroes in this 
story for their courage in persuading the majority to press on. In their initial push into 
Canaan, the Ark of the Covenant and Moses remained at Kadesh. Because of moving too 
soon without God and a viable plan of action, the result was what one might have 
expected: The Hebrew people were decisively repulsed by the Amalekites of the Negev 
and by the Canaanites of the hill country (Num. 14:35-39). The rest of the book of 
Numbers deals with the advancement of the Hebrews through the other side of the Jordan 
in order to penetrate Canaan. The book of Deuteronomy ends with the account of the 
death of Moses and the promotion of Joshua as his successor (Deut. 34). 

In the first book of Joshua, God is represented as summoning Joshua to lead Israel 
across the Jordan into the Promised Land, a land extending from the southern wilderness 
to the high Lebanon ranges to the north-and even beyond to the river Euphrates 
(Gen.15:18, 19). Joshua is told that this segment of the Fertile Crescent will be Israel’s on 
one condition: that the book of law (i.e., the Torah) must be obeyed and studied diligently 
(Josh. 1:7-9). This is the key to success and failure: obedience to God’s plan will be 
rewarded with victory and blessings; and disobedience to God’s plan will bring divine 


wrath and judgment upon God’s people. In essence, the writer believes that whatever 
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success he has in ministry will largely depend upon his obedience in keeping God’s 
commandments. The historical nature of the success that the Israelites experienced in 
possessing the Promised Land was predicated largely on the principles of keeping the 
covenant law of God in spite of surrounding conditions. This account reaffirms the notion 
of ministry being a journey. It makes pastors and people in ministry aware of the issues to 
be faced along their collective journey. 

The narrative in Daniel 6;1-28, tells the story of Daniel in the lion’s den, During 
the exile of the Jews in Persia (part of what is called the Babylonian Exile), Daniel was 
picked by King Darius to be one of three presidents over 20 satraps that governed Persia. 
Because Daniel “distinguished himself above all the other presidents and satraps because 
an excellent spirit was in him . . . the king planned to appoint him over the whole 
kingdom” (Dan. 6:3). 

Because Daniel had the king’s favor and was to be above all the other presidents 
and satraps, the other presidents and satraps schemed to discredit Daniel, but could find 
no fault in him. These men were aware of Daniel’s custom to pray to God and petition 
God three times daily. These men went to King Darius and tricked him into signing a 
decree that no one in Persia could petition any god or human, other than the king, for 30 
days. When Daniel prayed as usual, the men then rightly accused Daniel of petitioning an 
entity other than the king. According to the decree, Daniel was then sentenced to the 
lion’s den. 

In this writer’s ministry within the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME 
Church), he had occasion to find favor with the presiding prelate of the 6" Episcopal 


District (Georgia) and receive some distinguished appointments. As one not born in the 
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United States, it caused consternation among some of the other AME ministers that he 
would receive extraordinary assignments to desirable posts. Like the other leaders of 
Persia with Daniel, these other ministers in the 6" Episcopal District could not find fault 
in the writer and, therefore, allowed baseless accusations against him made by church 
members to ruin his reputation and result in a suspension. 

When Daniel was placed in the lion’s den, God, honoring Daniel’s faithfulness 
and obedience, closed the mouths of the lions and Daniel remained unscathed. The king 
then threw the accusers and their families into the lion’s den. It is written that before they 
even hit the bottom of the pit, their bones were broken into pieces. 

When the culprits who wrongly accused the writer of wrongdoing caused the 
writer’s suspension, God, honoring his faithfulness and obedience by giving him the time 
and the wherewithal to start his own church. This was the silver lining of the cloud that 
hung over the writer for six months. Global Empowerment Ministries was conceived 
years before his suspension, but it took the suspension to force him to follow where God 
would have him go. And like the false accusers against Daniel, those who falsely accused 
the writer suffered ruin in their lives in the form of divorce and sickness. 

In Daniel 3, the narrative describes the time of the exile of the Jews in Babylon 
when King Nebuchadnezzar set a golden statute to be worshiped. The Hebrews Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego were obedient to their God and refused to worship the golden 
statute. Angered, King Nebuchadnezzar threw them into a fiery furnace. 

During the time of the writer’s trials and tribulations and suspension from 
ministry in the AME Church, he felt like he was in a fiery furnace. God, honoring the 


obedience and faithfulness of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, sent an angel into the 
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furnace and saved the three Jews from perishing. Like Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego, the writer was saved from perishing in the fires of lies and condemnation and 
emerged from the fire unscathed. 

The narrative concerning Joseph is a great testament to obedience in the face of 
severe hardships. Joseph was the youngest of the 12 boys born to Jacob with his wives, 
Leah and Rachel. Because of jealousy, Joseph’s older brothers sold him into slavery to 
the Ishmaelites, who in turn took him to Egypt and sold him to Potiphar. After suffering 
the jealousy of his older brothers, Joseph suffered false accusations from Potiphar’s wife 
about sexual misconduct. Afier being imprisoned due to Potiphar’s wife’s lies, Joseph 
found favor with the prison guard, and eventual with pharaoh himself. Due to Joseph’s 
obedience to God in the face of hardships, Joseph eventually became the pharaoh’s chief 
overseer and the salvation for his family when they relocated to Egypt. 

Jeremiah the prophet lived during the time of Jerusalem’s repeated defeats by 
alien armies and the exile of the Jews in foreign lands. While Jeremiah’s kinsman 
suffered because of their disobedience, Jeremiah’s continued obedience to God was 
rewarded and Jeremiah continued to find favor and prosper. 

Leah was the older daughter of Laban. While Jacob wanted to marry her younger 
sister, Rachel, Laban tricked Jacob into marrying Leah first. As one might imagine, 
because Jacob had not selected Leah, she felt unloved. The Bible informs us that “when 
the Lord saw that Leah was unloved [by Jacob], God opened her womb” (Gen. 29:31). 
Although Leah was unloved by Jacob, her obedience to God was rewarded with the birth 
of six sons, including Judah, the ancestor to Jesus. Leah also had what appears to be 


Jacob’s only daughter, Dinah. 
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The Job narrative is probably the most well-known of all narratives as it relates to 
obedience and faithfulness to God in the midst of profound hardships. Job lost his entire 
property holdings and his family. In addition, he became ill and suffered with boils. 
Nevertheless, he was rewarded for his obedience and faithfulness and was restored with 
twice the amount of property he had before. 

Obedience has an opposing force, which is disobedience. The task of biblical 
exploration would be incomplete if we did not highlight texts that demonstrated the 
power of disobedience, control, rebellion and the misuse of power. It is in these 
juxtaposed polarities that God does God’s best work. Obedience yields favor with God. 
Disobedience, rebellion, misuse of power and control ultimately plays itself out in the 
form of abuse and oppression. However in the midst of abuse and oppression, God 
exercises grace and mercy in order that all might be saved. 

According to Genesis 45:1, control is used as a means of oppression in the story 
of Joseph and his brothers. Prior to Chapter 45, there had been an ongoing struggle for 
the affection of Jacob, the brothers’ father. In an unprecedented act of favor, Joseph 
reccives an elaborate coat from Jacob as a sign of honor. When the brothers heard about 
the coat, envy and contempt filled their hearts leading them to have Joseph sold into 
slavery —in an attempt to destroy the relationship between Jacob and Joseph. The 
brothers were so upset because of the gift that Jacob had given Joseph that they 
manipulated Jacob into believing that Joseph was dead. This led to Jacob becoming very 
remorseful, which allowed the brothers to control and thereby abuse him. 

As the story unfolds, it is clear that Joseph received a double portion of favor 


from his father Jacob and favor from God because of his obedience. God’s favor allowed 
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Joseph to rise from the bondage of slavery and oppression to become a critical leader in 
Pharaoh’s house. When a famine arose in the land, Jacob sends his sons to Egypt to buy 
grain, which leads to a reunion between them and Joseph. Upon revealing his true 
identity, and in an act of passion, Joseph could not control his emotions as he wept with 
joy for his brothers. In this narrative, control is used to show what happens when those 
who are destined for greatness are able to overcome obstacles through obedience to God 
and maintain their sense of purpose and leadership. Although unable to control his 
emotions, Joseph exercised the proper use of power when dealing with his brothers after 
they had abused him in a state of jealous rage and anger. 

In Exodus 32:25, we find the story of Moses leading the people of Israel to the 
Land of Promise. In this narrative, appropriate use of power over the Israelites is critical 
in reaching the land that God has promised them. As the multitude of Israelites who had 
been enslaved and oppressed for over 400 years in Egypt found themselves free, it took 
an obedient and effective leader to exercise leadership over the multitude as they were led 
by God with a pillar of clouds by day and a pillar of fire by night. Moses, God’s chosen 
leader depended on obedience, self-control, patience and the guidance from God to lead a 
people who were accustomed to being in bondage. When the narrative of the exodus gets 
to chapter 32, we find the Israelites beginning to experience the effects of freedom, which 
means free will and free choice. Eventually, this new found sense of freedom challenges 
the leadership of God’s appointed leader which causes a rift among the various tribes as 
each tribe struggled for power, control and independence. Here we find disobedience 


dismantling the wisdom of God causing God’s people to fight among themselves. 


Aaron, the brother of Moses finds himself pressured by the various tribal leaders 
to build an idol in the absence of Moses. This pressure represents the misuse and 
ineffective use of control and power. Aaron, who was not chosen by God to lead the 
people, assumes leadership while Moses goes to talk with God. During this period a non- 
leader seeks to lead the multitude, which results in a gross display of disobedience 
leading to idolatry and sin against the very God who was providing, protecting and 
guiding them to the Promised Land. 

When Moses returned from talking with God, he is confronted with the results of 
disobedience, ineffective leadership and a loss of leadership control in the form of a 
golden calf and riotous partying. Exodus 32:25 says, “Moses saw that the people were 
running wild and that Aaron had let them get out of control and so become a 
laughingstock to their enemies.” The witness of the lack of leadership and loss of control 
infuriated Moses. In an effort to regain control and the leadership over the people, Moses 
had to resort to drastic measures by saying, “Each man strap a sword to his side. Go back 
and forth through the camp from one end to the other, each killing his brother and friend 
and neighbor”. This directive by Moses was a necessary leadership action that allowed 
him to reclaim order and control over God’s people in the form of obedience in the midst 
of disobedience. Using God’s divine guidance and direction, Moses was in effect 
working to control the destiny of the Israelites in order for the will of God concerning 
them would come to pass. Had Moses not exercised obedience to God, effective 
leadership control over the people without equivocation, the wrath of God would have 


been upon them, which could have nullified their progress. 
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Often in the local and institutional church, there are examples of abusive and 
oppressive leadership that causes the progress and progression of the church to stall, slow 
down and sputter. When this occurs, division, conflict and confusion are the results. 
Maintaining order in the midst of chaos and confusion is a difficult process to achieve. 
There are very few examples in history where the church has succeeded in the midst of 
abuse, oppression, confusion and a lack of Godly leadership. Therefore, it is incumbent 
upon all leaders of God’s church to understand that obedient Godly leadership is an 
uncompromised commitment to the will and directive of God. When God provides the 
answer to prayer concerning a vision, God’s chosen leaders must encourage obedience 
among the people and move according to God’s direction and guidance. 

In the Exodus narrative, disobedience and rebellion to godly leadership caused the 
Israelites to not only sin, but it also caused them to create a breach in their relationship 
with God. As a result, the people would be allowed to continue moving forward, but 
without the presence of God. When God’s presence is missing, this causes a sense of 
insecurity and a reduction in confidence to do God’s will. Opposition, hardship and 
unforeseen circumstances will arise. Without God’s presence, the people are not able to 
move forward. 

As we turn our attention to the New Testament, we will now look at how the Holy 
Spirit, the third person in the Trinity, operates in much the same way as God acted in the 
Old Testament. Notice that the will of God concerning the salvation of God’s people 
continues to be under the leadership of humanity, but as we see in the New Testament, 


the Holy Spirit will do the work of God. 
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In the book of the Acts of the Apostles 5, we find the account of Ananias and 
Sapphira. According to this text, obedience is used to demonstrate the importance of 
leadership as it relates to honesty and integrity before God. This text speaks to the critical 
nature of those who stand before the people of God as leaders. George MacDonald wrote, 
“Half of the misery in the world comes from trying to /ook, instead of trying to be, what 
one is not.” The name that Jesus gave to this practice is hypocrisy, which simply means 
“wearing a mask, playing the actor.” We must not think that failure to reach our ideals is 
hypocrisy, because no believer lives up to all that he or she knows or has in the Lord. 
Hypocrisy is deliberate deception, trying to make people think we are more spiritual than 
we really are.” Here, the writer agrees with MacDonald’s assertion regarding deliberate 
deception, especially when it comes to obedience to the will of God as an overseer of 
God’s people. The text clearly shows that Ananias and Sapphira are not obedient to the 
will of God and the rules of God’s people, rather they appear to be counterfeiters persons 
pretending to have the gifts and graces necessary for the kingdom of God when in effect, 
they are hypocrites posing as obedient disciples of Christ. Acts 5:4 demonstrates how 
God feels about those who are disobedient. In the case of Ananias and Sapphira, their 
inability to part with all of the proceeds of the sale of a piece of property promised to the 
church caused them to make choices that were inconsistent with the integrity needed for 
discipleship. Ultimately their choices caused their demise. 

In Acts 5:29 we find a situation where Peter and the other disciples of God are 
presented with decisions of following God or human convention. In this particular 
pericope, we find the dichotomy of obedience versus disobedience. As the church was 


2W. W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary: An Exposition of the New Testament 
Comprising the Entire 'BE' Series (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books: 1996). 


5S 


being established against the wishes of the high priest and the Sadducees, Peter and the 
disciples were admonished for preaching and teaching in the name of Jesus. It was 
thought that if the disciples would no longer refer to the name of Jesus, it would diminish 
the power and influence that Jesus had on the people who believe in his life, ministry and 
resurrection. The work that Peter and the other disciples were doing was so powerful that 
it aroused jealousy and envy. 

Obedience to God lands Peter and the other disciples in jail, but an angel of the 
Lord frees them and they continued in obedience to God to preach and teach, When 
brought before the Sanhedrin and rebuked for their continued work, Peter responds by 
saying we “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29) As the writer reflect on his 
own journey in ministry, one which caused his ultimate departure from a religious 
institution he faithfully served for over 20 years he realize now how important it is to be 
obedient to the will of God. He acknowledges that duc to his conviction and faithfulness 
to God rather than to an Episcopal leader, God empowered him to establish a new church 
independent of the abuse and oppression he once received. 

Acts 27, beginning with verse 13, is the account of leadership disobedience in the 
midst of uncertain weather conditions. In this account, we find Paul, after being 
sentenced to prison by Caesar for standing up for God, on a ship headed for Rome. As the 
ship moves toward its destination, a raging storm came upon the ship. The pilot steered 
westward toward Crete and when they reached Fair Havens, a decision had to be made 
regarding whether to stay in Fair Havens or try to make it to Phoenix which was about 40 
miles away. “His approach to making this decision is a classic illustration of how not to 


determine the will of God. Paul admonished them to stay in Fair Havens. They had 
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already encountered adverse winds, and it was now the start of the stormy season” (Acts 
27:13). Against the prophetic advice of Paul, the pilot decided to head for Phoenix. As 
they sailed, what began as a gentle breeze tuned into a terrible storm, As the storm grew 
worse, the crew did all it could to keep the ship afloat. They wrapped ropes (or chains) 
around the hull so the boat would not come apart, and they took down some of the sails. 
The second day, they started throwing some of the wheat overboard, and the third day 
they discarded the furnishings. Because of the storm, they could not see the sun or the 
stars, so it was impossible to determine their position. The situation seemed hopeless, and 
it all happened because one man would not listen to God’s messenger. 

The writer admit that sometimes pastors get themselves into storms for the same 
reasons: impatience, accepting expert advice that is contrary to God’s will, following the 
majority, and trusting ideal conditions. “He that believeth shall not make haste.” It pays 
to listen to God’s Word. 

This account is another example of how disobedience can create urgent yet 
unnecessary problems in our lives. In this instance, obedience was given over to the 
perceived leader based on knowledge and experience. However, when God’s chosen 
leader is present, the experience and knowledge of others is not applicable, no matter 
whom it is—even if God’s chosen leader is not the leader chosen by the people. As a 
result of the people following the pilot rather than Paul, valuable cargo was lost and the 
people were in a position where they did not know what to do. Ultimately Paul assumed 
control, spoke the Word of God to the people and led them to safety. As stated earlier, it 
pays to be obedient to God’s Word, spoken by God’s leader who is entrusted with 


leadership over God’s people. 
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Historical Foundations 


In this section we will be looking at the history of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, the history of itinerancy, Episcopal leadership and the history of abuse 
and oppression. The writer is compelled to follow this path as it is the path in which his 
life and vocation in ministry took. There is a profound reality revealed when critically 
reflecting on what it means to be obedient to God. Ideally, one would think that being 
obedient to God is the key to the Kingdom of God on earth. However, under closer 
examination of the biblical text and the history of abuse and oppression, it is obvious that 
obedience to God is a high-risk endeavor that pays eternal dividends to those who are 
able to walk by faith and not by sight throughout the ebbs and flows of an ever-changing 
world. 

According to Dennis C. Dickerson, Executive Director of Scholarship and 
Research for the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AMEC), the AMEC grew out of 
the Free African Society (FAS) which Richard Allen, Absalom Jones, and others 
established in Philadelphia in 1787. When officials at St. George’s Methodist Episcopal 
Church pulled blacks off their knees while praying, FAS members discovered just how 
far American Methodists would go to enforce racial discrimination against African 
Americans. Hence, these members of St. George’s made plans to transform their mutual 


aid society into an African congregation.’ 
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Although most wanted to affiliate with the Protestant Episcopal Church, Allen led 
a small group who resolved to remain Methodists. In 1794 Bethel AME was dedicated 
with Allen as pastor. To establish Bethel’s independence, Allen, a former Delaware slave, 
successfully sued in the Pennsylvania courts in 1807 and 1815 for the right of his 
congregation to exist as an independent institution. Because black Methodists in other 
middle Atlantic communities encountered racism and desired religious autonomy, Allen 
called them to meet in Philadelphia to form a new Wesleyan denomination, the AMEC.‘ 

The geographical spread of the AMEC prior to the Civil War was mainly 
restricted to the Northeast and Midwest. Major congregations were established in 
Philadelphia, New York, Boston, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, Washington, DC, Cincinnati, 
Chicago, Detroit, and other large Blacksmith's Shop cities. Numerous northern 
communities also gained a substantial AME presence. Remarkably, the slave states of 
Maryland, Kentucky, Missouri, Louisiana, and, for a few years, South Carolina, became 
additional locations for AME congregations. 

The denomination reached the Pacific Coast in the early 1850°s with churches in 
Stockton, Sacramento, San Francisco, and other places in California. Moreover, Bishop 
Morris Brown established the Canada Annual Conference.’ The most significant era of 
denominational development occurred during the Civil War and Reconstruction. 
Oftentimes, with the permission of Union army officials, AME clergy moved into the 
states of the collapsing Confederacy to pull newly freed slaves into their denomination. 7 


Seek My Brethren, the title of an often repeated sermon that Theophilus G. Steward 
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preached in South Carolina, became a clarion call to evangelize fellow blacks in Georgia, 
Florida, Alabama, Texas, and many other parts of the south. Hence, in 1880 AME 
membership reached 400,000 because of its rapid spread below the Mason-Dixon Line. 
When Bishop Henry M. Turner pushed African Methodism across the Atlantic into 
Liberia and Sierra Leone in 1891 and into South Africa in 1896, the AMEC now laid 
claim to adherents on two continents.° 

While the AMEC is doctrinally Methodist, clergy, scholars, and laypersons have 
written important works which demonstrate the distinctive theology and praxis which 
have defined this Wesleyan body. Bishop Benjamin W. Arnett, in an address to the 1893 
World’s Parliament of Religions, reminded the audience of the presence of blacks in the 
formation of Christianity. Bishop Benjamin T. Tanner wrote in 1895 in The Color of 
Solomon — What? Those biblical scholars wrongly portrayed the son of David as a white 
man. In the post civil rights era theologians James H. Cone, Cecil W. Cone, and 
Jacqueline Grant, who came out of the AMEC tradition, critiqued Euro-centric 
Christianity and African American churches for their shortcomings in fully impacting the 
plight of those oppressed by racism, sexism, and economic disadvantage.’ By the 1990s, 
the AMEC included over 2,000,000 members, 8,000 ministers, and 7,000 congregations 
in more than 30 nations in North and South America, Africa, and Europe. Twenty 
bishops and 12 general officers comprised the leadership of the denomination.’ 

The writer is the product of over 20 years of African Methodism; therefore, his 
focus on itinerancy will be limited to the Methodist Church itinerancy movement. The 
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Methodist Church is defined as those Methodist denominations, which grew out of the 
Church of England and has a unique system of assigning clergy to churches which dates 
back to John Wesley—a practice different from any other denomination. The system by 
which pastors are appointed to their charges by its Episcopal leaders or bishops is called 
the itinerancy, 

The present form of the itinerancy grew from the practice of Methodist pastors 
traveling widely throughout various regions to serve churches on circuits. Assigned to 
service by a bishop, clergy remain with one particular congregation for a limited length 
of time. All pastors are under obligation to serve where appointed. Ideally, being part of 
the itinerancy means that a clergyperson is willing to go where sent. This system assures 
every pastor has a church and every church a pastor. It also matches the gifts and graces 
of an individual with the needs of a particular church or area of service.” 

John Wesley began the itinerant system during his work in England. Wesley 


developed circuits for his assistants to travel, each of which included a large number of 


appointments. Preachers visited these appointments about once a month and changed 
circuits from year to year, depending on the current circumstances. '° 
In America, the itinerancy was introduced in the late 1700s. Originally, the 


circuits were extremely large, sometimes extending over a region of up to eight hundred 
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miles. The ordained itinerant often returned only once every six to eight weeks, but local 
lay pastors and class leaders continued services in the itinerant’s absence. These traveling 
preachers, called circuit riders, traveled constantly in an effort to reach all parts of the 
circuit. This system effectively served the needs of city, town, village, or frontier outpost. 
The churches were able to go to the people wherever they settled.”"! 

The system has both its advantages and disadvantages. John Wesley said of it, 
“We have found by long and consistent experience that a frequent exchange of preachers 
is best, This preacher has one talent; no one whom I ever yet knew has all the talents 
which are needful for beginning, continuing, and perfecting the work of grace in a whole 
congregation.”"? “The itinerancy is designed for and can only be made to work ina 
connectional church, nor will it work unless all the appointments of all the preachers in a 
conference are made at the same time, so that the whole conference moves together.”"* 
Bishops report all pastoral appointments at the annual conference session. Each annual 
conference then designates a particular Sunday when all pastors begin their new 
appointments. 

In an article to Dr. Calvin H. Sydnor III, editor of The Christian Recorder, the 
official newsletter of the AME church, Dr. Sydnor writes on the itinerancy of the AME 
church saying, “The Itinerancy in the African Methodist Church is not well.. et 
According to Sydnor, in years past, the issue of the itinerancy was a part of any 


discussion about ministry in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Sydnor remembers 
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hearing the old folks talking about the itinerant ministry when he was growing up. Upon 
acknowledging his call to the ministry, among the first questions that he had to answer 
was whether he wanted itinerant or local orders. He was given the AME Discipline and 
told to study and to make sure that he made the decision about the itinerancy or local 
orders that was right for him. He was told that once he started on the track he selected, he 
could not change. 

Sydnor started the journey of the itinerant ministry in the New Brunswick District 
of the New Jersey Annual Conference at Ebenezer AME Church in Rahway, New Jersey. 
He transferred to the Philadelphia Annual Conference and recalls Bishop John D. Bright 
constantly telling young ministers, “If you want to pastor a church, you need to be willing 
to leave the Philadelphia Annual Conference.” He spoke that over and over again at each 
annual conference. 

Sydnor was ordained an Itinerant Elder at Greater St. Matthews AME Church in 
Philadelphia while Bishop Frederick D. Jordan was a guest Bishop visiting the 
Philadelphia Annual Conference. He remember going up to Bishop Jordan at the end of 
one of the worship services and told him that he wanted to pastor a church and finish 
seminary. Bishop Jordan asked him if he was willing to move to the Thirteenth Episcopal 
District and he responded that he was willing to move. The Bishop gave Sydnor a date 
and told him to meet him in Kentucky. Sydnor’s wife, Charlotte and their two children 
drove to Kentucky in their Volkswagen bug and met Bishop Jordan in the parsonage of 
Quinn Chapel AME Church, Lexington, Kentucky. The rest is history. Sydnor pastored 


and completed his seminary education. 
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This testimonial is critical to the historical understanding of itinerancy in the 
AME church and why itinerancy was one of the prevailing reasons the writer left the 
AME denomination. When Sydnor left the Philadelphia Annual Conference in 1966, 
there were folks who thought that he and his wife were crazy. One pastor told him, “You 
don’t trade the Philadelphia Annual Conference for the Kentucky Annual Conference. 
That’s going backwards.” It may have been a backward move, but it was the best 
backward move Sydnor ever made. He was like a young bird on its first flight. He took 
off, floundered a bit, and then began to fly with the Spirit of God beneath his wings. He 
was an itinerant.’* 

Historically, something went drastically wrong with the itinerancy system of the 
AME church, In trying to explain, Sydnor used the Second Episcopal District of the AME 
church as an example. He says, the applicants for ministry, especially the women, are 
pursuing their academic training with vigor. Sydnor believe that there are as many trained 
clergy in the Second Episcopal District as anywhere in the church. And, he suspects that 
the same demographic can be found in other Episcopal Districts. Sydnor says, the AME 
church has trained clergy, but his casual observation tells him that a number of the trained 
clergy in the Second, and other Episcopal districts, are not willing to trust the AME 
Church’s itinerant system. As a result, the AME church has highly trained itinerant elders 
who are willing to serve as assistant pastors and, in reality, are serving in a local 
relationship capacity. They do not want to risk losing their secular jobs so they are 


satisfied with bi-vocational ministry. The AMEC have pastors who are more interested in 
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setting up and nurturing a nest egg for retirement than risking and giving up all to follow 
Jesus.'® 

According to Sydnor, the itinerancy is a risk and it is not easy. It may be that 
some of the denominations best and brightest are bunched up in large urban churches 
because they have gotten comfortable and acquired things and do not want to risk losing 
their possessions. It might be that they are waiting for their ship to come in, in the district 
where they presently serve. It might be fear. And, it might be a lack of trust. 

Sydnor says from experience, the Itinerancy is a risk. He remembers arriving at 
Shorter Chapel AME Church in Paris, Kentucky in July 1966, and receiving a rude 
awakening. He was ready to go back to Bethel AME Church in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania 
and be an assistant pastor for the rest of his ministry. He was ready to acknowledge that 
the people, who told him that he was crazy for trading the Philadelphia Annual 
Conference for the Kentucky Annual Conference, were right. 

As bad as Sydnor thought that it was, it did not take him long to find out that 
God’s grace was sufficient and he was in God’s favor. The people at Shorter Chapel— 
and later at St. James AME Church, Danville, Kentucky —provided Sydnor an 
opportunity for ministry and growth that has carried him from then to now. The move 
from Philadelphia to Paris, Kentucky was a blessing for him and his family. So what is 
the bottom-line? Sydnor says, the African Methodist Episcopal Church needs inspired, 
Holy Spirit-filled, trained ministers all over the AME Church. Trust the system and, if 


you are an itinerant, be an itinerant in the fullest sense. If you want to finish your 
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education, speak with a bishop and convince him or her that you are willing to move. It’s 
a faith venture and God still makes a way! “It doesn’t make sense, but God works it!” 
The historical account of itinerancy in the AME church, in many ways, confirms 

the journey of the writer and other AME pastors. What was not mentioned by Dr. Sydnor 
and is critical to an understanding of itinerancy is the power of the episcopacy, the power 
of the Bishop to determine the life and future of any itinerant pastor under his or her 
authority. What began as an ideal by John Wesley has evolved into a scheme to maintain 
power and control over pastoral leadership leading to abuse and oppression. It has caused 


many pastoral leaders to leave the denomination for less autocratic forms of governance. 


Theological Foundations 


In this section, the writer will explore some of the critical thinking on the subjects 
of obedience, abuse and oppression. It is the writer’s belief that there are juxtaposed 
relationships operating in the world based on the dichotomy of God and Satan and good 
and evil. There is much to be said about God’s plan for creation and original sin. From 
the original sin narrative found in the book of Genesis, the people of God have found 
themselves in a constant struggle to maintain a posture of obedience in the face of 
worldly opposition and temptation. To this end, the writer seeks to explore what some 
theologians and scholars are saying about the subject of obedience. 

Theologian, scholar and poet, George MacDonald has dedicated much of his 
vocational time on the subject of obedience. It would be difficult to find any work of 
MacDonald's in which the theme of obedience was not touched upon in some way. With 


MacDonald, the starting point of all theology, and especially that of obedience, is in the 


66 


personal loving relationship of God and God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Their relationship is the 
antecedent reality behind all human relationships, and the person of Jesus is the one 
through whom that relationship is revealed. As Jesus obeyed God, so are we to obey.!” 
Jesus is indeed the starting point and the way back from original sin, for he says, “I am 
the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the God except through me” (John 
14:6). 

MacDonald's teaching emphasizes the importance of the will with regard to 
ontology, or being. For MacDonald, Jesus’ will, in response to God’s will, is foundational 
to his own ontology as the Son of God. He is not the Son of God because he cannot help 
it, but because he chooses to be. MacDonald says it like this: “It was the will of Jesus to 
be the thing God willed and meant him to be; that made him the true son of God. He was 
not the son of God because he could not help it, but because he willed to be in himself the 
son that he was in the divine idea.”'* MacDonald also notes that “this active will to be the 
Son of God, perfect in obedience, is in Jesus, who responds and corresponds to the self- 
existence of God.”'” So, inseparable from the ontology of the Son is his willing to be the 
son that God wants him to be. From all eternity, the Son has never existed without this 
activity of the will in obedient response to God without this crying out of his soul, “Thy 
will, not mine, be done” (Luke 22:42). MacDonald believed that Jesus revealed to us the 
very nature of eternal sonship by his willed obedience. There is no other kind of sonship 


or relationship to God. 
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According to Dan Hufford in an article entitled Obedience Theology, Hufford 
says, out of the many troubling things he hear from hurting people who have been 
steeped in religious thinking, he does not believe there is anything quite as troubling as 
the modern day teachings and beliefs on the subject of obedience. Hufford thinks the 
average person honestly believes that obedience is at the top of God's list of things God 
desires from God’s people. The very subject, when mentioned, almost immediately 
causes him to imagine a dog in obedience school. There is something almost inhumane or 
degrading in the air when that word is spoken in Christian circles.”° If obedience is truly 
as important to God as we have all been taught, Hufford is not interested in that God. It is 
not that Hufford had a problem with obedience as much as he is generally turned off by 
people who need to be obeyed. There is a, do it or else... feeling in the air with people 
like this. Hufford says, obedience is for people who live apart from God. It is a huge 
focus in the Old Testament because no one had the Spirit of God living inside them. They 
were soldiers awaiting orders.”" 

The writer sees the reasoning of Hufford as a fundamental reason the itinerant 
system of the AME church is in trouble today. When obedience becomes inhumane and 
degrading, it loses the basis behind Jesus willingness to obey God. Also problematic for 
the writer is how destructive the itinerant system has been for many pastors, who like 
Jesus, was willing to be obedient to the system of itinerancy under Episcopal leadership, 
who have found themselves in bankruptcy, divorced, needing ongoing psychological 


counseling or have left ministry altogether. 


Dan Hufford, Obedience Theology http://freebelievers.com/blog-entry/obedience-theology 
(accessed July 20, 2010). 


"bid. 


68 


The writer is passionate about humble submission to those in authority. However, 
he has watched the quality and efficacy of Episcopal leadership diminish sharply over the 
last 10 to 15 years. This is one of the prevailing reasons that Dr. Sydnor wrote about the 
problematic issues over itinerancy in the AMEC. While Dr. Sydnor thinks for many the 
glass is half full, the writer knows from firsthand experience that in many instances, the 
glass is half empty. He recalls the numerous times pastors have grown their churches to 
vitality and sustainability over the years only to have the Episcopal leader move them to 
smaller congregations and give their former congregations to other pastors based on 
political associations. Base on these and other reasons, the writer sees that the theology of 
obedience is sorely needed for Episcopal leaders and those in authority over pastors, who 
willingly serve congregations trusting in a process that continues to fail them. 

Today however, Hufford says that the focus is not so much on obedience, but on a 
heart connection with the One who dwells in us. Once that is established, obedience is 
never an issue. It is Hufford’s belief that obedience theology separates us from that 
wonderful truth. It puts the spotlight on the symptoms of love, rather than the heart of 
love.” A focus on obedience is only necessary, if someone's connection has 
malfunctioned or has never been established in the first place. If a Christian is in the dark, 
they have to resort to obedience. 

Hufford says, you don't have to tell a squirrel to collect nuts for the winter. He 
does it because he has a squirrel's heart. The same is true for children of Yahweh. We 
have God’s Spirit living inside of us. Obedience theology hinges upon people not living 


in Christ. It's custom made for the wearer of What Would Jesus Do (WWJD) bracelets 
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and the scripture quoters who have never witnessed what they quote. New creations do 
not think in terms of obedience. They do not need to think in such terms. They naturally 
do the things that are on God's heart. This is so because they are one with God. It is not 
mere obedience that God desires from you. It is s a heart connection.”? 

According to Murray Andrew in his book Blessings of Obedience, obedience to 
God is akin to paradise and included every good human behavior God desires in God’s 
kingdom, It was the one condition allowing humanity to dwell in paradise: obedience. 
Adam and Eve disobeyed God by eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and 
Evil. From that very point, obedience to God became paramount in the ability to please 
God.”4 Here we see a need, as Hufford says, for obedience theology. Adam and Eve were 
made of God, in God’s image, but had not fully comprehended the nature of God to be 
one in heart with God, causing original sin. From original sin comes God’s plan of 
redemption under the rubric of Paradise Lose and Paradise Gained. It is from this 
perspective that Andrew posits Jesus in the narrative of obedience. Jesus, according to 
Andrew, was obedient unto death upon a cross. He says that while we are not required to 
make this kind of sacrifice, we are called to remember the sacrifice of Jesus as atonement 
for our disobedience and as the path back to paradise and the kingdom of God on earth as 
it is in heaven.”> 

Eugene Peterson says that the world is no friend to grace. A person who makes a 
commitment to Jesus Christ does not immediately find a wealth of friends lining up to 
applaud him for his decision. Petersons goes on to say that millions of people are drawn 
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to a life of Christ according to the gospel. However, there is a dreaded complication; 
obedience. There is a great market for God in our society, but when the need for God is 
diminished and all is going well in a person’s life, God is tossed on the trash pile along 
with all other attributes of goodness and righteousness such as morals, values and 
integrity. In short, people really do want a life of Christ but they want it without the cost 
of obedience.”® 

Oppression is a symptom of disobedience and as such plays out in human 
relationships as domination and exploitation. Oppression happens economically, socially 
and psychologically. It occurs individually, communally, and institutionally. It happens 
with dominant groups, social groups, and social classes over dominate groups. 
Domination occurs because of a deliberate attempt to exploit and control. When people, 
groups and institutions oppress, it brings about disobedience, rebellion and abuse. 
Dealing with issues of oppression can only be resolved through an awareness of God and 
arelationship with Jesus Christ.” 

From an Afrocentric perspective, “Theology is described as the language about 
God. Christian theology is language about God’s liberating activity in the world on behalf 
of the freedom of the oppressed. Any talk about God that fails to make God’s liberation 
of the oppressed its starting point is not Christian. It may be philosophical and have some 


relation to scripture, but it is not Christian. For the word Christian connects theology 
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inseparably to God’s will to set the captives free.””* This profound statement by one of 
the movement’s leading black theologians unapologetically rescues the language of 
Christian theology from those who would confuse its meaningful purpose with anything 
other than God’s desire to set the captives free. 

When we examine the Exodus story, we see the underlying motif that provides the 
foundation for all of scripture and the plight of humankind. The end result of our biblical 
experiences no matter the book or the gospel, or epistle deals with a dominant theme of 
breaking free of something, whether it is sickness, entrapment, enslavement, poverty, 
deceitfulness or even death. James Cone believes there are many ways to look at the 
Exodus story of the Hebrew slaves’ flight from Egypt, and which continues through the 
second Exodus from Babylon and the rebuilding of the Temple. He believes that there are 
undoubtedly many ways to look at this story, but the importance of the biblical message 
is clear on this point: “God’s salvation is revealed in the liberation of slaves from socio- 
political bondage.” He also believes that the liberation theme applies to the New 
Testament as well. “The New Testament does not invalidate the Old. The central figure 
of the New Testament, Jesus Christ is found in God’s will to make liberation not simply 
the property of one people (Hebrews) but all of humankind.”*” The testimonials of the 
woman with the issue of blood, the healing of the leper, and the raising of Lazarus from 


death were all revelations that liberation for all was God's intention from the beginning. 
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The resurrection means that God achieved victory over oppression so that the 
poor are no longer were determined by poverty. Cone’s point is that this is true for not 
only the House of Israel but for all the wretched of the land. “The incarnation then is 
simply God taking upon the divine self human suffering and humiliation. The 
resurrection is the divine victory over suffering, the bestowal of freedom to all who are 
weak and helpless.” *! Cone believes this is the central meaning of the biblical story. In 
essence, Cone believes that Christian theology begins and ends with the biblical story of 
God’s liberation of the weak and the poor. If this were case, then one would have to agree 
with Cone’s idea that the meaning of crucifixion then is God’s identifiable means to the 
oppressed. God’s victory over death then is the oppressed victory over poverty. 

In determining whether or not my problem statement is supported by theology, 
Cone makes a supporting statement that substantiates my problem statement to say the 
least. He says, “When we focus on scripture, theology is granted the freedom to take 
seriously its social and political situation without being determined by it.""*So, whose 
social situation does our theology represent? For whom do we speak? He says the 
importance of scripture in our theology is that it can help us to answer that question so as 
to represent the political interest of the One about whom Christianity speaks. He goes on 
to mention how scripture can virtually liberate theology to be Christian in the 
contemporary situation. 

When the writer examines Cone’s philosophy and ideology, somehow an 


explanation of the drive, zeal, and passion for ministry begins to make sense. Drawing on 
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humble beginnings, which included a life of difficulties, or the way Cone puts it, “a life 
of poverty in the midst of an oppressive period”, the writer can now understand the 
passion he has in ministry? 

A critical point of agreement between the writer and Cone is when, for instance, 
he mentions scripture as the unifying point whereby there would be no need for 
distinction between Black and White theologies. He just believes that the underlying 
theme in which Christ suffers, points to a definitive conclusion that the central theme of 
biblical tradition then is liberation. The writer is clear, when the church and its leaders 
begin to grapple with the notion of oppression in the face of resurrection, discipleship, 
evangelism, stewardship, servant leadership and commitment to Jesus Christ which 
results in spiritually vital and sustainable congregations becomes a non issue. The writer 
is compelled by his personal experience of abuse and oppression in the face of obedience 
to lead a new global congregational ministry of people from being victims to becoming 
victors. He knows, like Cone, that when the central theme of ministry is victory over the 
cross as the basis of liberation and freedom from all kinds of bondage and oppression, 
people’s lives will be transformed, leading to making disciples of Jesus Christ a privilege 
rather than a problem. Pews will not be empty and the church will not be unhealthy when 
a liberating word of God goes forth each time God is proclaimed in worship, Christian 
education, and fellowship. 

So then, what is the church? And, what then is the identity of the church? Cone 
says, “If we separate the doctrine of the church from its historical embodiment in our 


congregational life, we will also ignore the social and political significance of our creedal 
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formulations.”*4 James H. Harris says, “From slavery to the civil rights movement, the 
church has played an indecisive and somewhat passive role in changing the status quo.” 
Just as Cone believes, biblical tradition should stand for nothing less than the liberation 
of the oppressed and poverty-stricken. The writer believes the church should stand for 
nothing less than the fostering of liberation and social change in the minds of the people. 

In any Black church and especially one of the Methodist persuasion, the Black 
preacher then has the responsibility to ensure that the worship, prayers, songs, activities, 
programs and everything else the church does in the name of Jesus Christ resembles the 
belief that Jesus was the liberator as Black theology has always defined. Why is it 
necessary? If liberation theology and its definition were accepted, the church would 
respond differently and with more of an urgent message. Remember, in early church 
history, the role of the church bordered on reformation. In other words, the church did not 
sit by and watch the suffering of its people, but eventually took an active role in their 
social and political well being. Some of the atrocities that were committed by the Roman 
Catholic Church caused a reformation that literally changed the expectation and the role 
the future church would play. The church would realize its role and the need to redefine 
its role with the ever-changing patterns of time. 

According to Gayraud S. Wilmore, “Black religion has not always in all 
circumstances functioned for the advancement of Blacks and the solution of some of their 
most perplexing problems.” But, he goes on to say, “It is difficult to understand how even 
the most skeptical observers of Black religious experience in America can deny that on 
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the whole, religion and religious institutions have served Blacks well. One can scarcely 
imagine how they would have fared without them.”*° 

Let us pause for a moment and reflect on this particular conversation. Why 
research the meaning of Black Theology as Liberation? Should not those of us, who share 
the same ideas, agree on this theology of liberation for the suffering? What has come 
between those of us, when it’s vividly clear from the powerful story of the children of 
Israel’s sojourn from Egypt to the Promised Land, and then through the New Testament 
to Jesus’ crucifixion that our gospel cries of liberation? Why are we not all aligning 
together and fighting on one accord, this thing called injustice? Wilmore alludes to the 
fact that Blacks in the United States and the Caribbean are, for the most part, Christians, 
but in different ways from how that identity has been generally constructed. “The 
nonsystematic, ambivalent Christianity of Blacks has been understood in terms of 
evangelicalism and otherworldliness, but it has produced one of the worldliest empirical 
religious traditions in the New World. Its roots are not in Rome or Geneva, but in 
Calabar, West Kingston, Jamaica, and the plantation country of North America. We have 
been deceived into equating it with its subsequent institutionalization in established 
churches. 

In the writer’s opinion, the contemporary church is still stuck in the survival 
tradition by way of their thirst for acceptance in mainstream culture. Instead of the church 
being in survival mode, as shield, and protector, we have seen it used as a way of social 
acceptance. For example, the musical style often expressed the plight of our experiences. 


Music was also a form of communication between slaves, yet today, we have seen this 
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transformation of purpose. What was Black tradition (hand clapping, rhythmic feet 
stomping, drumming) has been traded, and somewhat defined as music of the illiterate. 
Many Black churches have resorted to singing classical music as a way of emulating the 
Anglican churches, while hoping for social acceptance. In the beginning, our people 
simply made the best of a bad situation (survival tradition). Today of course, this is no 
longer the case. In the beginning, Blacks could not be expected to concern themselves 


about liberation unless they first developed survival skills. 


Theoretical Foundations 


The writer will now shift his focus to the theoretical foundations that support and 
undergird this document. By way of definition and clarity, the writer sees the theoretical 
foundations as the practical ways that obedience in the midst of abuse and oppression is 
characterized and lived out in the life of the 21 century church. The theoretical 
foundations will also provide a variety of how-to models for problem solving. According 
to Jackson W. Carroll, in his book As One With Authority, Carroll says that it is not 
possible for the church in its various manifestations to exist in faithfulness to its calling 
without the willingness of its members to submit themselves to the authority of its 
deepest convictions about God, God’s purpose for the world, and the church’s role in 
those purposes. These relationships must be managed. When management happens 


authority is the end result.2” 
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According to Carroll, authority is a difficult and complex concept. In the church, 
to have authority is to use power in ways that a congregation or church body recognized 
as legitimate, as consonant with and contributing to the basic beliefs and purposes of the 
church, Exercising authority legitimately translates into directing, influencing, 
coordinating or guiding the thought or behavior of others in the congregation in ways that 
they acknowledge is right. The misuse of power often results in the illegitimate use of 
authority causing division, rifts and mistrust among the congregational members.” 

For Christians, legitimate power in the church has typically been grounded in the 
church’s convictions about God as we know God in various historical experiences, and 
especially s in the history of Jesus Christ. These convictions and experiences, on which 
they rest, are the ultimate source and defining character of the power that leaders exercise 
legitimately in the church. Obedience comes as a result of people’s ultimate belief in God 
and God’s purpose for the world.*? Therefore, abuse and oppression comes most often 
when those persons who are given positions of authority in the church misuse their 
positions and titles for selfish gain, which is inconsistent with the ultimate purpose of 
granting authority. 

Abuse and oppression appear in various streams of life. One of the most familiar 
is that of people who exercise power over others. However, abuse and oppression can 
also occur when laity abuses the power of the pew. The power of the pew is characterized 
by the gross disregard of the sacred in light of consequence unbecoming Christian 


conduct and behavior. Kenneth C. Haugk calls laypersons who are abusive and 
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oppressive antagonists. An antagonist can obliterate a sense of the presence of God’s love 
in individuals and in the faith community. They are those who wantonly, selfishly, and 
destructively attack others. In a congregation this can mean repeated disruption of boards, 
committees, and the entire congregation. They leave in their wake incidental damage 
leading to deep and destructive damage.*” Antagonists are individuals who, on the basis 
of non-substantive evidence, go out of their way to make insatiable demands, usually 
attacking the person or performance of others. These attacks are selfish in nature, tearing 
down rather than building up, and are frequently directed against those in a leadership 
capacity."! 

In order to deal with antagonist in the church and reduce or eliminate abuse and 
oppression in the church and the congregation, Haugk gives six steps: (1) Be the best 
possible leader you can be and do your job effectively; (2) Do not panic or bring other 
activities to a screeching halt while discovering who the antagonist is; (3) Accept the fact 
that this is not a critical issue that need immediate identification. Seeking the antagonist 
out could cause more trouble than ignoring them; (4) Act confidently; weakness invites 
and prolongs attacks, strength repels it; (5) Note the locations and tensions and 
disturbances and (6) Recognize that a conflict free church is a myth and people will 
always be critical, therefore you will never be in a situation where somebody isn’t griping 
about something.” When dealing with antagonist, the congregation can come together to 


form a phalanx; a Greek term that means a well-armed unit that stands together, shoulder 
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to shoulder forming a mobile, almost impenetrable wall of defense. When presenting a 
unified front, realize that the success of your phalanx depend on the degree to which 
leaders function as a consistent unified whole. The weakness of one individual’s stands 
can prove disastrous. aS 

In G. Lloyd Rediger’s book Clergy Killers: Guidance for Pastors and 
Congregations Under Attack, Rediger defines a clergy killer as persons who intentionally 
target pastors for serious injury or destruction. He or she is not a normal dissident, nor the 
typical attitude challenged parishioner, but they are deadly and they have expandable 
influence that typically attracts people with common gripes, frustrations, or misguided 
agendas. Clergy killers are destructive, determined, deceitful, demonic, and filled with 
denial. They are masters of disguise and can present themselves as being pious active 
members who are only doing this for the good of the church. “ Even the most proficient 
pastor cannot ward off the attack of a clergy killer; therefore they must come to terms 


with diversity and critics, and learn how to negotiate the differences. 


Survival often begins by changing thought patters such as: 


* Believing that someone in the life of the church actually wants to 
destroy them 


« Understand denominational structures have little power or 
inclination to save you 


“Ibid, 153. 
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¢ Learn the danger signals and patterns of behavior 

e Be aware that pro-action is far better than reaction 

e Building relationships in the congregation provides protection 
* Accept the fact of evil and mental disorder in the church 


e Expect the attacks to have serious negative effects on the 
congregation*® 


The final area of consideration for clergy killers is for the pastor to have appropriate self- 
care in order to condition the body, mind, and spirit to fulfill God’s purpose. When 
pastors forget how to be well, they often find themselves being victim to sickness due to 
stress, anxiety, anxiousness, worrying and inappropriately carrying the burdens of the 
congregation on their shoulders. 

Conflict is a by-product of abuse and oppression. Juxtaposed to conflict is 
obedience—obedience to the Word of God and obedience to the doctrinal standards of 
denominational judicatories that produce vital and healthy congregations. It would be 
safe to say that unhealthy congregations have a higher propensity to engage in conflict, 
abuse and oppression while healthy congregations operate from the vantage point of 
obedience. Robert Schnase argues that healthy congregations are fruitful congregations. 
If trees are known by the fruit they bear, then according to Schnase, radical hospitality, 
passionate worship, intentional faith development, risk-taking mission and service and 
extravagant generosity are the fruit generated from fruitful congregations. Schnase says 
the most visible way God knits people into community to fulfill the mission of Christ is 


through congregations. When congregations are fruitful, they develop practices that lead 


“Ibid., 134 


81 


to ongoing fruitfulness.“*° 

Often, congregations who find themselves in conflict or in the midst of abuse and 
oppression must make the decision to unlearn behaviors that are life threatening. Abusive 
congregations who are not vital and growing share common characteristics; unlearning 
these characteristics is necessary for the congregation to move forward. Mike Slaughter 
declares that in order to unlearn anything, you must be willing to go in a different 
direction. It requires congregations to identify ways they were wrong and to rebuild ina 
new direction, Unlearning may mean leaving the status quo in order to respond to the 
voice of Jesus.*” 

The model of the Unlearning Church suggests that congregations be willing to 
focus on personalized pathways of discipleship that meet individual needs, they embrace 
the both-and of paradox where two seemingly contradictory attitudes exist at the same 
time, engage people through personal interaction and not doctrinal ideology and 
demonstrate authentic lifestyles of reckless love. The opposite of these attributes seduce 
congregations from discipleship and servant leadership to social clubs and turf clicks; the 


beginning of the demise of well-meaning and well intentioned people of God. 


Because churches become what their leaders embody, they tend to replicate 
whatever the leader models. This means that unlearned leaders must demonstrate the 
presence of the rule of God as a way of life in their lives. This will allow their spiritual 


influence to transcend methodologies to the passion and power of the spirit. Unlearning 
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leaders work out of their sweef spot, that is, they tend to keep their level of service 
concentrated around the center of their passion and giftedness for service. Unlearning 
leaders must operate out of an intuitive sense of God’s direction. They must be willing to 
trust the spirit and move in a direction that is not only pleasing to God but will bless and 
be of benefit to the congregation. 

For those who strive to be obedient to the will of God in the midst of abuse and 
oppression, Reggie McNeal suggest congregational leaders and church members be 
prepared to answer six questions which will define their future direction. Abuse and 
oppression started out as a desire to serve God in congregational life. The lack of internal 
controls and not enough due-diligence on the evolution of humanity and the shifts in 
spiritual topography has caused the church to substitute its own character from church to 
clubhouse where religious people hang out with other people who think, dress, behave, 
vote, and believe like them. McNeal suggest that these groupings of people who have 
morphed from church to clubhouse with like values and characteristics also find 
themselves asking the wrong questions in an effort to get answers they are comfortable 
with. If you continue to ask the wrong question, invariably you will continue to receive 


the wrong answer."* 


McNeal says if you solve the wrong problem, you have wasted a lot of energy and 
perhaps fooled yourself that you have done something significant. The six tough 
questions that McNeal says all congregations who seek to be obedient to the will of God 
in their ministry are (1) Why is the current church culture in North America on life 


“8Reggie McNeal, The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church (San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey Bass Publishing), xvi. 


support living off the work, money, and energy of previous generations from a previous 
world order?; (2) What is the significance of moving from church growth to kingdom 
growth?; (3) How are churchgoers dealing with moving from a reformation that frees the 
church to a reformation that frees the people from the institutional church?; (4) How does 
the church move from developing church members to developing followers of Jesus 
Christ?; (5) How does the church move from planning for the future to preparing for the 
future?; (6) How does the church move from developing leaders for church work to 
developing leaders for the Christian movement?” 

Once congregations emerge from answering the right questions concerning 
congregational life, they must then transition from where they are to where God is calling 
them to be. Thomas G. Bandy refers to this process as coaching change. Bandy says that 
coaching is not about winning games. It is about growing winning people.*’ Bandy says 
that the church has been on the losing side of the ledger for quite some time. In fact most 
Christendom congregations have been on the longest losing streak in denominational 


history with decreasing worship attendance, smaller Sunday schools, aging participants, 


less outreach and more closures than ever before. The laity are demoralize, the clergy are 
unhappy, and the fans are beyond critical: they have given up.*! 

If the church is to be obedient to the will of God, the first step toward changing is 
to stop loving the church and love Christ more. The church must rebuild the body with 
Christ as its foundation. Rebuilding does not mean brick and mortar; it means the hearts 
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and souls of the people. It means getting the people to see the importance of a missional 
attitude, a vital work ethic, a variable game plan and a winning faith. These 
characteristics build quality teams and should also work for the church. 

Lovett Weems quotes Rosabeth Moss Kanter who says people do not want change 
they want things to get better. Weems moves to the heart of the issue of obedience in the 
face of abuse and opposition. Much of the frustration and anger from the pews come 
because members are not able to differentiate between change and better. People actually 
experience change all the time, change is a part of life and is lived with every day. The 
problems occur when people do not see an act of improvement or making things better as 
an act of change.*? 

People of faith have no option but to change. Change is not for change sake but 
for the will of God. While we celebrate the presence of God’s presence with us, none of 
us or our congregations so fully represent the fullness of God’s will in our past and in our 
present that we can say, “We are not everything God ever intended for us to be.”*! The 
key is to discover what God’s preferred future is and move toward it. Weems says, we 
cannot become what we need to be by remaining what we are. ‘To say we much change is 
not to judge the past except to the extent that no state of things can be deemed as 
synonymous with God’s ultimate will. It is out of God’s work among us in the past that 
we are able to move forward and change for the future. God has a future for us beyond all 


that we have known and experienced up to now. We are called to discern and purse that 
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future. 


It can be conferred by Weems that obedience to God in the mist of abuse and 
oppression can happen simply by doing nothing. Weems believes that time may render 
some values no longer relevant. They become less significant over time through neglect. 
Similarly, the routine to progress is to determine to face the future building on the 
positive elements of the existing culture, and not spend time on the areas of weakness. 
When areas of congregational life must be addressed, Weems suggests they be addressed 
in the context of the overall mission of the church. It is not as if we are determined to stop 
everything to deal with the problem. One can give serious attention to those few practices 
that strike at the heart of Christian witness without letting that struggle become by default 
the all-consuming vision of the congregation,*° 

On a similar level, Robert Quinn suggests that abuse and oppression in the midst 
of congregational obedience is nothing more than barriers and resistance. Quinn suggests 
that barriers and resistance has three primary forms, bureaucratic culture, embedded 
conflict and personal time constraints. When taken together they form a destructive 
mantra for members and prospective members alike; conform, do not rock the boat, 
choose peace and pay and experience slow death. Ultimately, the church becomes a 
natural funeral parlor for the ideals of initiative of those who seek to oppress due to a 
strong resistance to change and transformation.*” 


The writer has presented several theoretical models of transformational 
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opportunity for pastors, laity and congregations who seek to be obedient in the midst of 
abuse and oppression and emerge as vital, sustainable vessels of hope. What has been 
presented points to change; something that is often misunderstood but always present in 
every congregational setting. Congregations must seek to meet the challenges of an ever- 
changing world by increasing the quality of life of members while making new disciples 
of Jesus Christ. They must recognize that honoring God through faithful obedience will 
lead to transformed people able to build the kingdom of God instead of maintain 


churches. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
METHODOLOGY 


In this chapter, the methodology will discuss how the project model was 
implemented and tested. The methodology combined preaching, biblical teaching and a 
workshop on values. The preaching series engaged listeners around the notion of what 
God requires for God’s people. There were a total of three sermons. Each sermon dealt 
with an aspect of obedience: self-sacrifice, grace, mercy and love. Each sermon held in 
tension how God would have us live with who we have become as a result of abuse and 
oppression. 

Exegetical engagement from the biblical text gave validity and meaning to the 
sermon series. The problem statement for this project indicated that both pastor and 
people were negatively affected by abuse and oppression in some form. From the analysis 
of the problem statement, it was determined that using passages that spoke against abuse 
and oppression during the preaching moment would give the listening participants a 
greater awareness of what God requires regarding this issue. The issues of abuse and 
oppression gave rise to sermons preached from the books of Daniel and Acts. Daniel and 
Acts were critical to the biblical foundations research that supported this project. 

The sermon series was in the form of a standard revival. A brief qualitative 
question and answer form was provided to the congregation prior to the preaching of each 
sermon. The participants in worship that Sunday were encouraged to supply answers to 
each question as they listened and received revelatory knowledge from God’s Word at 


the conclusion of each sermon. The context associates, along with the ushers of the 
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church, were responsible for administering the question and answer forms as well as 
retrieving them at the end of each worship service. The questions used for the sermon 
series were the same. The questions were as follows: 


1) How did the illustrations of abuse and oppression in this text affect 
you? 


2) How would you have handled the situation as presented in the 
text? 


3) Where in society does this or similar situations happen today? 
4) How has this text encouraged you in your spiritual walk? 
5) How would you use the knowledge gained from this text to 

encourage others who are or have been victims of abuse and 

oppression? 

Answers for each sermon were identified and grouped based on the title of the 
sermon for that Sunday. After each sermon had been preached and all forms received, the 
swore were tabulated, analyzed and codified to determine the pulse of those who 
participated. This approach was used to allow the participant to fully engage the text 
being preached, dialogue with the researcher regarding their discernment of God’s Word, 
and to articulate their intrinsic feelings about the subject matter in relationship to God’s 
will. Each question was designed to challenge each partner participating to self-reflect on 
their experience of abusive and oppressive situations, and what they heard God saying to 
them as a result of the sermon. 

The biblical teaching consisted of four Bible studies on relationships taken from 
the biblical foundations research. A question and answer form was provided for each 
Bible study to assess knowledge gained from each participant. Each participant in the 


Bible study was encouraged to complete a question and answer form. At the end of the 
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Bible study series, the forms were tabulated and analyzed by the researcher and the 
context associates, The four part Bible study on relationships had as its subtopics: 
1) What the Bible Says About Relationships 
2) The Characteristics of the Early Church 
3) Fellowship Through The Covenant Community 
4) The Dichotomy between Good and Bad Relationships. 

The final process in this project was the workshop on values. The values 
workshop taught the participant the importance of values and how values drive vision and 
mission in the local church, At the conclusion of the workshop, the participants were 
given a values inventory to complete. The inventory listed a battery of potential values 
geared toward a church context. When the inventory was completed, it was received by 
the context associates, tabulated, codified and analyzed. 

Data, along with formal and informal observations, along with learning from the 
in depth engagement of the literature was then used to re-determine and to further 
develop the Bible Study, sermons and workshops. This was done with a good portion of 
the data being given to a context associate as well. This associate help confirm that the 


themes discovered were accurate and they also pointed out that some things were missed. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


FIELD EXPERIENCE 


In our day and age, it is becoming more evident that we as a people are to face 
some very difficult times. The various pressures that confront us —life, family, and inner 
weaknesses that all of us grapple with certainly have become greater and greater. At the 
same time, it appears that our society has more impersonal. Many turn to religious and 
other spiritual avenues in an effort to address these concerns and in so doing find 
fulfillment, understanding, and satisfaction in their lives. However, many others— no 
less zealously and sincerely concerned with their well-being and that of their family, 
friends and Joved ones—have found just the opposite in their religious journeys. Instead 
of finding fulfillment, they have become bound by fear, frustration, indoctrination, and 
manipulative mind control that have made their pursuit of God an endless drudgery 
punctuated by a driven and legalistic lifestyle. This project, Being Obedient To God In 
The Midst Of Abuse And Oppression: A Transformational Process of Congregational 
Spiritual Growth, is about acknowledging and being liberated from the vestiges of 
oppression in the church so that the Kingdom of God can be realized in the lives of God’s 
people. 

The initial model for this project was to combine preaching, biblical teaching and 
a town hall meeting where participatory engagement would usher in the power of 
Pentecost in the midst of those who attend various church activities who are bound, 
burdened and bewildered by the institutional church and its abusive and oppressive 


tendencies, The final project model consisted of a three part sermon series, bible studies 
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and a workshop on core values. This chapter will discuss the results of the findings from 
the project model, using both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The initial problem 
statement was that from the pulpit to the pew: foo many people have become victims of 
abuse and oppression from both church leaders and members causing both pastors and 
parishioners to walk away from the church disgusted and disappointed. 

The presupposition for problem-solving was that if both leaders and members 
were made aware of the damaging effects of abuse and oppression in the church, coupled 
with an understanding of the biblical, historical, theological, and theoretical 
underpinnings of God’s ultimate plan for God’s people, a decrease in abuse and 


oppression and an increase in transformational spiritual growth would occur. 


Sermon Series 


The sermon series consisted of three sermons. At the end of each sermon, 
participants were invited to answer a series of questions pertaining to an aspect of abuse 
and oppression as identified in the Bible. Below is the summation of each sermon to 


include both quantitative and qualitative results. 


Sermon Subject: You Dig One Hole You Better Dig Two 
Sermon Scripture: Daniel 6 
Purpose: To bring an awareness of abuse/oppression 


in the church. 


Question 1 - What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of 
oppression? 


27% responded to remain focused on God. Some of the responses 
are: 


e Inthe midst of any struggle keep your focus on God. 
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¢ Like Daniel, we should remain steadfast to God He will 
deliver. 


e Stay focused on God and His will. 


24% responded to be obedient to God. Some of the responses are: 


e Being obedient to God in time of oppression shows your 
dedication, faithfulness, and loyalty to God and shows that 
you trust him regardless of the situation you are faced with. 


¢ Being obedient to God will get you through it all, including 
oppression. 


20% responded to stay faithful to God no matter the circumstances. 
17% responded to pray continuously. 


12% responded not to compromise the Word of God. 


Question 2 - What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 
43% said oppression and abuse in many forms. Some responses are: 


e Sexually, mentally, and physically. Spousal, parental, in the 
work place, the home and in the church. 


© Oppression and abuse was articulated as sexual, mental, 
physical, leadership (position), on the job, in the church, in 
the home, and in relationships. 


40% said power was abused, Some of the responses are: 


¢ Power was abused by the king’s men to stop Daniel from 
praying. They tried to oppress his beliefs. 


e He spoke about the many aspects that oppression and abuse 
were used by using one’s authority to manipulate Daniel in 
to conforming and not praying to God. Leadership in the 
text used the one thing they knew to trick Daniel. They 
tried to oppress him with a prayer decreed to the king only. 


11% said when you do wrong to someone it will come back to you. 
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3% said obedience. 
3% said it was a test. 
Question 3 - What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 
52% stated to pray to God. Some responses are: 
e Praying and trusting in God. 


e When dealing with oppression and abuse you have to fall 
on your face before God and pray constantly. 


¢ The biblical plan for dealing with oppression and abuse 
was prayer and be a servant leader. 


17% stated to trust God. Some responses are: 


¢ Trust God, at all time for He will never leave you or 
forsake. 


¢ Continue to trust God no matter what. 


© The biblical response was to trust God, obey God and 
believe that God is able to do all things. 


12% stated to continue to do what God wants you to do. 
10% stated God will come through (make a way). 

5% stated God protected Daniel. 

2% stated to treat each other with respect. 


2% stated to fight back to the oppressor. 


Question 4 - What current condition did the information in this sermon and biblical text 
remind you of? 


26% replied the revolts in the various parts of the world. Some sample responses 


are: 
¢ The revolts in various parts of the world and the passionate 
cry for deliverance from oppression. 


e The current situation in Egypt. The civil unrest taking place 
because of total abuse of power. 
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26% replied it reminded them of personal situations. Some sample 
responses are: 


¢ The sermon reminded me of my bondage in finances. Bills, 
bills and even more expenses, some necessary and some 
not. 


« My relationship. 


13% replied it reminded them of sexual abuse as a child and how they are still 
dealing with it. 


10% replied God will never fail and see you through when people do wrong by 
you. 


8% replied it reminded them of abuse on the job. 


5% replied it reminded them of personal abuse by fellow Christians in/outside the 
church, 


5% replied it reminded them to be like Daniel and pray daily in the midst of it all. 
5% replied it reminded them of the oppression we face on a daily bases. 


2% replied it didn’t remind them of anything recently. 


Question 5 - What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


26% answered staying faithful to God. Some responses are: 


¢ Standing firm in God is the way to defeat the enemy and 
overcome oppression. 


e Put God first in all you do. With this I will grow (mature) 
spiritually. Stop listening to flesh (man), listen to God. 


¢ Staying faithful to the God we serve. 
21% answered to remain prayerful and obedient to God. 


e Always pray and be obedient to God. 


«Prayer works in which I thought at times it did not. To be 
steadfast and always pray. 


13% answered God is able and will make a way. 

10% answered to remain focused on God and keep the faith. 

3% answered empowered. 

3% answered allow people to be who they are. 

3% answered better understanding my strength. 

3% answered not to accept abuse or oppression. 

3% answered I wouldn’t know since I don’t know what it’d feel like. 
3% answered never let the devil or anyone hold you back. 

3% answered become God’s servant and you will always be true to yourself. 
3% answered be a believer like Daniel. 

3% answered oppression can be subtle. 


3% answered most often we are looked at as examples and that we can lead a 
good example however your kids will have to learn by trial and error. 


Question 6 - What did this sermon compel you to do? 


27% indicated it compelled them to pray more. Some responses are: 
e Remain prayerful and focus. 


¢ This sermon compelled me to remain faithful to God’s 
promises of deliverance and to pray for my enemies. 


« Keep my eyes on God and pray. 
24% indicated it compelled them to focus on God. Some responses are: 
e To have a closer relationship with God. 


¢ Be strong in God. 
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e This sermon has compelled me to address my God directly 
and give thanks for all that He has delivered me from. 
Especially for blessing me with the strength and wisdom to 
not continue the cycle of abuse. 

13% indicated it compelled them to be obedient to God. 
10% indicated it compelled them to serve God with humility. 


5% indicated it compelled them to reassess themselves to ensure that they do not 
oppress/abuse anyone. 


3% indicated it compelled them to remain strong against all mannerisms of evil. 
3% indicated it compelled them to have a clear understanding of life. 


3% indicated it compelled them to continue my quest for knowledge and 
understanding so that I may react properly to every situation. 


3% indicated it compelled me to look within and assess my faith and belief. 


3% indicated it compelled me to become a loved one of the church and the church 
will be your servant forever. 


3% indicated it compelled me to open up my eyes and be aware when I am in 
certain situations to know to deal with it by giving it to the Lord. 


3% indicated it compelled me to bring my family closer to the Lord, deal with the 
situation with my daughter and her abuser and bring this out to the surface so my 
daughter can live a healthy life without regrets. 


Sermon Topic: Come Out 
Sermon Scripture: Daniel 3 
Purpose: To bring an awareness of abuse/oppression 


in the church. 


Question 1 - What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of 


oppression? 


53% said the sermon said to continue being obedient to God. Some examples are: 
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e In the midst of oppression we need to continue to be 
obedient because our God is able to deliver us out of it all. 


« The sermon said we should be obedient to God in the midst 
of oppression. God will work it out for us. 


e This sermon says that you should always be obedient in the 
midst of oppression you should stay focused on God and 
continue to be obedient. 


15% said the sermon said to believe in God. Some examples are: 


¢ Despite the strong hold of oppression, stay steadfast in the 
belief and trust of God’s word. 


° Must believe. 
¢ Respect and believe in Him. 
15% said the sermon said God will deliver you. 
11% said the sermon said we must fear the Lord and not give into evil. 
2% said the sermon said God’s word never changes. 
2% said the sermon said try the spirit through the spirit. 


2% said the sermon said oppression is the worst kind of prayer, please avoid at all 
costs, 


Question 2 - What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 
58% responded the king using his power to oppress/abuse. Some responses are: 


e Oppression and abuse was articulated by the king thinking 
that he was bigger than God and projecting his pharaoh’s 
practices to the 3 men. 


e The King thought he could use his power to persuade and 
abuse. 


e Abuse of power by the king; abuse of influence by the 
guards; oppression of the people in requiring them to bow 
down to the golden statue. 
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15% responded that power was misused. Some responses are: 
* Rulers using absolute power as a form of divinity. 
¢ Power was misused and abused. 
10% responded the ways the three Hebrew boys were treated (thrown in the fire), 
7% responded following God will have you facing oppression and abuse. 
2% responded when the devil tries to bring you down in trying times. 
2% responded how others deceit you. 
2% responded loss of freedom to choose. 
2% responded forced decision making. 


2% responded those in that think they know God want to be in position. 


Question 3 - What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 


26% answered to remain faithful to God. Some samples responses are: 
* Staying faithful; God will always be there for us. 


e Remain faithful to God. 


° Keep your faith. 


14% answered to trust in God. Some sample responses are: 
e Trust God and continue to do right. 


eTrust in the Lord. His word said to lean on Him. He is the 
only God and He will get you out of any situation. 


14% answered to follow and serve God. 
14% answered that God will deliver you. 
12% answered to always pray to God and for those that abuse us, 


7% answered to obey God. 
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5% answered we need to know the word. 


2% answered Jesus. 


2% answered condemnation will come. 


2% answered very good. 


Question 4 - What current condition did the information in this sermon and biblical text 


remind you of? 


28% replied it reminded them of the oppression around the world. Some 
responses are: 


Oppression in Middle East and Ivory Coast. 

The oppression in Libya and most of the Middle East 
today. Also, what some of us are experiencing in our 
relationships and on the job. 


The upheaval in the world against oppressive leaders. 


22% replied it reminded them of oppression in/on the church/job. Some responses 


are: 
e 


Oppression in everyday circumstances such as work, 
family, government issues, spiritual oppression in churches. 


Jobs where bosses abuse their position. The church where 
people think more highly of themselves when placed in a 
position. 


The current condition reminded me of worship on the job 
where some people let titles and status dictate how they 
treat people. 


17% replied it reminded them of personal abuse and oppression 


10% replied it reminded them to depend on God to bring them through the 
struggles. 


7% replied it reminded them of other biblical stories. 


5% replied it reminded them of how busy the devil is. 
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5% replied it reminded them to keep focused and to be obedient and faithful. 
2% replied life today; all the trouble and pain. 
2% replied I working for much needed transportation and I have to be steadfast. 


2% replied the current condition it reminds me of is when people out to get you 
because they don’t like you. 


Question 5 - What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


46% indicated to trust God knowing He can deliver you. Some responses are: 
« Trust God anyway, He will deliver. 


¢ As long as we keep our trust and eyes on God, there’s 
nothing He won’t see us through. 


¢ God will work it out for our good. He is able if we trust and 
believe in Him. 


25% indicated you should remain faithful to God and your beliefs. Some 
responses are: 


* Do not compromise just because of one’s status, Remain 
faithful to God. 


e You should always stand by what you believe. 


e Continue to exercise divine faith in God, even when there 
appears to be no way out. 


10% indicated that we can always call on God and He is always there. 


7% indicated that listening to God and not worrying because He will see you 
through. 


2% indicated to consistently take an assessment of my walk with God. 
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2% indicated that they need to believe in themselves as other believe in them. 


2% indicated that we must not treat people who may be less educated or different 
like they don’t belong because all of God’s children deserve to be judge free! 


2% indicated touch not the anointed ones. 
2% indicated that ordinary men have no power above God. 


2% indicated that not only are angels dispatched on behalf of God ~ but the 
enemy dispatches his people...but a breakthrough is on its way. 


Question 6 - What did this sermon compel you to do? 
47% stated they were compelled to put God first. Some responses are: 
e To have God first in mind, heart, and spirit. 
¢ Grow my relationship with God. 
e The sermon compels me to look within and search my soul 
to see if my belief is strong enough to withstand all the 
external forces we face on a daily basis. 
24% stated to keep the faith, stay focused. Some responses are: 
¢ Be strong in my faith regardless 


* Stay focused on God and continue to be committed to God. 


e To persevere even when one faces the most severe forms of 
oppression, even death. 


11% stated to trust and believe in God. 
7% stated to be obedient and to God. 


7% stated to keep on praying. 
2% stated that God is able. 


2% stated to expect God’s Word to be fulfilled. 


Sermon Topic: 


Sermon Scripture: — Acts 5:17-42 
Purpose: To bring an awareness of abuse/oppression 
in the church. 


Question 1 - What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of 
oppression? 


38% replied to trust in God. Some examples are: 

« Trust Him always he promised never to leave us or forsake 
us. 

e Trust in God with all thy heart. Trust in his word, stay in 
the spirit. Stay obedient to God rather than man. He is our 
creator. 

¢ When you believe on God, whatever that comes in your 
way t distract you, just keep on trusting in God. For he will 
not leave you. 

31% replied we must obey God. Some responses are: 

e [tis our duty to obey God above man. 

© Never let the system determine your obedience. 

¢ We must obey God rather than man. 

13% replied we must continue to pray. 
6% replied refrain from jealously. 


6% replied that the reward is great! 


6% replied God can and will raise up as many as are needed to set about your 
physical and other needs. 


Question 2 - What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 
56% responded that the apostles were beaten. Some examples are: 
e Prison of the Apostles. Beating of the Apostles. 


e Peter and the others were locked up and beaten for 
preaching the Gospel. 
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* Through jealousy and then rage comes oppression. The 
Apostles were oppressed and abused. They were locked up 
and then flogged. 

19% responded through jealousy. Some responses are: 


© Oppression and abuse knows no gender. Oppression and 
abuse comes from jealousy and insecurity. 


e Jealousy, envy, and a way to contain you. 
¢ Thru jealousy and lying. 
13% responded people will try to mislead you so stay focused on God. 


6% responded through physical, emotional and relational abuses were referenced 
in the text, 


6% responded by the government and folks above others. 


Question 3 - What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 


44% indicated to stay obedient to God. Some responses are: 


* Peter and the others stay obedient to the command of God 
and they were delivered. 


¢ Remain obedient and submitted to God. 
¢ Being obedient to God. If we are obedient to God, God will 
release us from oppression and abuse. Praise and worship. 

14% indicated to pray. Some examples are: 

e Prayer — Faith, Trust — Believe 

e Prayer 
7% indicated affliction unto the Lord. 
7% indicated God freed the prisoners from jail. 


7% indicated we are to continually praise God even in the midst of oppression and 
abuse. 
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7% indicated God will use your oppressors to free and deliver you. 
7% indicated recognize and make. 


7% indicated continue to endure this pain and God will change your condition but 
not your position. God has a purpose that must be fulfilled through you. 


Question 4 - What current condition did the information in this sermon and biblical text 
remind you of? 


26% stated the situation in the Middle East. Some responses are: 


¢ The current condition in Libya and the oppression of the 
present condition of the people. 


¢ The situation in the Middle East. 


* Persecution of righteous Christians and evangelist all over 
the world. 


20% stated it was because of jealousy. Some responses are: 
¢ Being falsely accused. Jealousy of others for our obedience, 


¢ When you are in a position and someone is trying to talk 
you out of, because of jealousy. 


« People are oppressed today because of jealousy and rage. 
We need to obey God and worship and praise Him. 


13% stated a personal experience with their children. 

13% stated that when things seem out of control, God will deliver. 

7% stated the flogging reminded me of the crucifixion of Christ. 

7% stated how even the people of God can cause you to miss your blessing. 


7% stated with all that is transpiring in the world, people are perishing without 
being saved. 


7% stated the current conditions are the way in which people treat one another. 
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Question 5 - What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


51% answered to stay focused, trust and obey God. Some responses are: 
¢ No matter what we go through in life we lean on the Lord, 
and stay focused on Him. He said he will never leave us or 
forsake us. 


e You must always listen to God’s word and be obedient. 


¢ Continue to obey God and watch Him work because greater 
is he that is in me than he that is in the world. 


19% answered abuse should be dealt with. Some responses are: 
*® We oppress and abuse without realizing it. 


e [should address any kind of abuse and so something about 
it. 


« Anyone can be abused not only physically and emotionally 
but mentally, through friendship, love, relationship, and 
elders. 


6% answered that I should not be jealous under any circumstances. 


6% answered God has a significant history of showing up and showing out when 
the prayers and praises are sent up to God. 


6% answered I now know I have been heard and I am not alone...1 will continue 
to pray for others to be heard and healed. 


6% answered the desire to willingly suffer for the truth. 

6% answered you understand the importance of what God wants and providing 
that service so that his kingdom will continue to grow. We must look past our 
comfort zone and on what God wants. 


Question 6 - What did this sermon compel you to do? 


21% said stay obedient and trust God. Some responses are: 
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e Stay obedient to God. Trust in him. 

¢ Trust in God. Stand fast. 

¢ Praise and worship God while obeying God. 
14% said listen to God, not man. Some responses are: 

¢ Be accountable to God and not man. 

e Yield to God’s word and not man. 
7% said to rid myself of jealousy against any person. 
7% said to stay focused. 


7% said God has a track record and | will stand firm because I know my time and 
turn will be soon here. 


7% said always pray and believe. 


7% said continue to follow God and help others to heal. For a lot of us, it is a life- 
long process. 


7% said to spread the gospel with confidence and faith. Realizing that this world 
is dying without the knowledge of Christ, it is paramount that we must speak of 
the gospel every chance we get. 


7% said to serve despite opposition and abuse. 


7% said not to abuse nor oppress others. 


7% said lift my spirit and able to lift with the word. 


Bible Study 


The Bible study series was a four-part discussion on the New Testament’s 


treatment and application of godly relationships as the basis for eradicating oppression 
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and abuse in the life of the church. After the congregation processed and reflected on the 
sermon series and the need to establish core values in the life of the church, the next and 
natural progression in the project design was that of looking at relationships. Abusive 
relationships are, in many ways, a derivative of the historical patriarchal system of 
domination. From this archaic system come gender abuse, child abuse, spousal abuse, 
racial oppression, classism, sexism, ageism and other forms of power-over with regards 
to human interaction. Since all abuse and oppression is derived from human activity 
waged against one another, it stood to reason that a study on the biblical basis for godly 
relationships was critical to this work. The four part Bible study on relationships had as 
its subtopics: (1) What the Bible Says About Relationships, (2) The Characteristics of the 
Early Church, (3) Fellowship Through The Covenant Community and (4) The Dichotomy 


Between Good and Bad Relationships. 


What Does the Bible Say About Relationships? 

The two greatest commands, according to Jesus, on which all the others depend, 
are concerned with relationships with God and one another. This particular Bible study 
was a biblical exploration of what is required of Christians as it relates to being in 
relationship with one another. In order to avoid skepticism from the participants 
pertaining to the validity of what God requires, biblical citations were included as part of 
the dialogue. 

1. Jove one another (John 13:35 — this command comes 16 times) 


2. be devoted to one another (Romans 12:10) 


3. honor one another above yourselves (Romans 12:10) 


4. live in harmony with one another (Romans 12:16) 

5. build up one another (Romans 14:19; 1 Thessalonians 5:11) 
6. be likeminded towards one another (Romans 15:5) 

7. accept one another (Romans 15:7) 

8. admonish one another (Romans 15:14; Colossians 3:16) 

9. care for one another (1 Corinthians 12:25) 

10. serve one another (Galatians 5:13) 

11. bear one another’s burdens (Galatians 6:2) 

12. forgive one another (Ephesians 4:2, 32; Colossians 3:13) 
13. be patient with one another (Ephesians 4:2; Colossians 3:13) 
14. be kind and compassionate to one another (Ephesians 4:32) 


15. speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs 
(Ephesians 5:19) 


16. submit to one another (Ephesians 5:21, 1 Peter 5:5) 

17. consider others better than yourselves (Philippians 2:3) 
18. look to the interests of one another (Philippians 2:4) 
19. bear with one another (Colossians 3:13) 

20. teach one another (Colossians 3:16) 

21. comfort one another (1 Thessalonians 4:18) 

22. encourage one another (Hebrews 3:13) 


23. stir up one another to ove and good works (Hebrews 10:24) 
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24. show hospitality to one another (1 Peter 4:9) 


25. employ the gifts that God has given us for the benefit of one 
another (1 Peter 4:10) 


26. clothe yourselves with humility towards one another (1 Peter 5:5) 
27. pray for one another (James 5:16) 
28. confess our faults to one another (James 5:16) 


29. We must do these things because we belong to one another (Rom 
12:5; Eph 4:25). 


During this study, the participants were asked to read the scripture associated with 
the relationship command in order to have a contextual understanding of what Christians 
are required by God to do as they live in relationship with one another. This was done in 
order to (a) avoid misquoting the biblical text and (b) to provide the basis for group 
discussion. Those who participated in this lesson which took three Sundays to complete 
were energized and excited about the knowledge of what God requires for godly 
relationships to be maintained and strengthen. Many of the commands were very easy to 
discuss and fun. By contrast, some of the commands were very challenging, causing the 
participants to push-back and even resist. Some of the comments that emerged from this 
lesson were: 

« This lesson was long overdue 
¢ Not enough people were in attendance 
e We need to revisit this as a congregation 


® This study can really solve problems 
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I wish I knew this before I got married 


This is good but how do you get people to accept it 


The Characteristics of the Early Church 


In this Bible study, the participants were exposed to the biblical basis for being 


the body of Christ. The participants were exposed to the difference between relationship 


and fellowship based on the Bible. This Bible study gave the participants insight into 


what God requires of the church and some of the strengths and weakness of churches as 


they are currently structured in the 21" century. This lesson was based on Acts 2:42. As 


we discussed this lesson, the participants were engaged in the following topics as 


discussion questions: 


Why was teaching and fellowship critical to the success of the 
early church? 


Why are most churches today good at teaching but insufficient at 
fellowship? 


What are the barriers to insufficient fellowship? 


This session revealed some deep-seated concerns from the participants about how 


the church operated and functions today. Many were amazed at how far the church had 


drifted from the church that was formed after Pentecost. Some of the responses from the 


participants were: 


We have become too much like the world 
People do not want rules 
Something needs to be done about phony people 


Intentional fellowship is a must 
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¢ There is not enough trust in order to establish meaningful 
fellowship 


Fellowship Through The Covenant Community 


This lesson was an attempt by the writer to impart foundational information to the 
participants in order for them to understand that fellowship is a deliberate process of 
bringing people together who have an affinity for God. When there is a true affinity for 
God operating in the life of the church, stronger relationships will emerge causing a 
greater sense and need for genuine fellowship. The participants struggled with this lesson 
because they were not willing to let go of some longstanding and misguided notions 
about the differences between relationship and fellowship. Ultimately, the participants 
found themselves living out the difference between relationship and fellowship in real 
time. They were not willing to listen to each other, they were not willing to accept one 
another’s point of view and they were unwilling to agree and concede to the wisdom and 
experience of the facilitator regarding a need to be more open minded. The defining 
moment for the participants regarding fellowship in the covenant community was when 
clarifying definitions substantiated by scripture were given. A covenant community was 
defined as a religious group whose members bind themselves to one another and to the 
group by a solemn agreement called a covenant. Next, the participants were made aware 
of the two distinct covenants in the Bible. The first covenant encompassed the law of the 
Old Testament which was given to have humanity realize and be aware of the need for 
forgiveness. The second covenant came through Jesus Christ (New Covenant or Covenant 
of Grace). This Covenant was given to humanity by God so that humanity might be saved 


from the consequences of sin. From these two covenants, the participants realized that 
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God’s plan for salvation was greater than their understanding of relationship and 
fellowship. Their awareness of forgiveness and grace took on new significance as many 
of them for the first time were made aware of the critical need for fellowship. 

Next the participants were made aware of the hierarchical relationship that God 
established as the basis for fellowshipping with one another. Koinonia is the Greek word 
for fellowship. It can also mean communion, fellowship, sharing, and participation. 
Another Greek word is koinos which means in common. According to the Bible, the 
hierarchical relationship that should exist is as follows: 

A. Fellowship with God 

B. Fellowship with Jesus 

C. Fellowship with the Holy Spirit 

D. Fellowship with one another 
What precedes appropriate fellowship is being able to discern the basis for appropriate 
and godly fellowship. Light and darkness are substantive (or deep) metaphors according 
to 1 John 1:5-7, in Johannine literature and are essential for appropriate fellowship. The 
participants were challenged to hold in tension characteristics of light and characteristics 
of darkness. They were required to identify areas and situations in their lives when they 
found themselves operating in the light and when they were operating in darkness. They 
were challenged to speak honestly about differences in relational fellowship in both 


scenarios. 


Dichotomy Between Good Relationships and Bad Relationships 
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In the final Bible study, the participants were asked to define the differences 
between good and bad relationships according to scripture. The participants were asked 
to read Galatians 5:16-26 which spells out the works of the flesh and the fruit of the 
spirit. Again, the participants were asked to hold in tension the relationship between the 
works of the flesh and the fruit of the spirit. Ultimately, and according to scripture, good 
and bad relationships were based on the following characteristics: 

e Bad Relationships = The acts of the sinful nature: hatred, discord, 
jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and 
envy. 


¢ Good Relationships = Fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 


From this dichotomy, the participants were able to realize and have a meaningful 
discussion that led them to an understanding that in order to have meaningful and fruitful 
relationships with each other, they must first have a deep and abiding relationships with 
Christ according to Romans 15:7 which says, “We are to accept one another, then, just as 
Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God. It is this acceptance that brings 
glory to God. Christ's acceptance of us is gracious, total, unreserved, unprejudiced, 
forgiving and freeing. Our acceptance of one another is to be similar. We have no 
mandate in the Christian church to decide who we will accept and who we will not. All 
who receive the Holy Spirit are members of the family. 
Some of the comments that were given regarding this lesson were: 
* If we follow the Biblical Model, relationships would be easier 


« We would have less divorce and fewer single parent households 
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This is totally against what society teaches, maybe why we are so 
messed up 


My girlfriend needs to have this lesson 


This is another lesson that the entire church could benefit from 


Core Values 


The final aspect of the field-work in accordance with a modified methodology 


was that of conducting a workshop on Core Values. The core valued workshop was the 


most critical aspect of the field-work as it allowed participants to self-identify with what 


was important to them as individuals and how their individual preferences must be 


interwoven into a common fabric of understanding. What made this workshop critical to 


the overall success of this project was that when people operate from a position of core 


values, they are less likely to be abused and oppressed. Articulating and advertising 


corporate core values drives the eradication of abuse and oppression. When core values 


are stated and posted, confrontation gives way to self-diagnosis and self-regulation. The 


workshop was broken down into several components: 


Defining Values and Core Values 

Identifying Individual Values 

Identifying Individual Core Values 

Determining Corporate Core Values 

Modifying Church Culture to Reflect Corporate Core Values 


A major problem in organizations, including churches, is that members may have 


unshared, unarticulated, competing values. Getting the members together to articulate 
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their values and reach agreement on which ones are central to the church can improve the 
unity and progress of the church. Shared core values can also shape the context out of 
which ministry is conducted and make plain the direction and speed by which the 
congregation reaches its goals, objectives and vision. 

This workshop was facilitated by a senior elder who has experience in moving a 
group of people to a place of assurance, especially around difficult issues confronting the 
congregation. The facilitator took the participants through a process of self-discovery and 
finding a common language to express and articulate what values mean, the difference 
between values and core values and why values and core values are critical to the vision 
and mission of any congregation. 

The core value process began with the participants completing two worksheets. 
The first worksheet helped the participants understand and define core values, its benefits 
and how to establish them. The second worksheet was a core value inventory which 
identified a battery of values of which the participant had to rank based on their personal 
needs and objectives as a member of the congregation. When the battery of values was 
completed, they were tabulated and placed in a table (Appendix D). 

Next the participants were asked to state the vision and mission of the church. 
After this was done, the facilitator began to talk about the differences between the values 
and objectives of the individual members and the stated vision and mission of the 
congregation, It became clear during the discussion (which took place before the core 
value battery worksheet was tabulated) that there were sharp inconsistencies among 


members regarding what was important to them personally leading to the question, “If the 
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participants could not come to consensus about core values, then how could they ever 
become a viable and health congregation?” 

This research project has previously identified that oppression and abuse often 
stem from miscommunication, a lack of clarity of articulated and unarticulated desires 
and the presence of unmet basic personal needs. When congregational vision and mission 
activities are grounded in the core values of the membership, less opportunity for 
oppression and abuse will result, 

Next was the recognition from the participants of the rise and fall of members 
based on unarticulated desires and unmet needs. This process was enlightening as 
participants were able to identify critical reasons for former members of the congregation 
leaving the fold. The discussion ended with the recognition and acknowledgement that 
additional work must be done in establishing church-wide core values. Once the core 
values of the congregation are affirmed, a recasting or modification of the church vision 
and mission can ensue. 

Clearly, based on this workshop, it was evident that unintentional oppression and 
abuse occurs in churches when church membership and participation is based on a vision 
and mission that is devoid of the core values of the parishioners who are called and 
charged by God to be the body of Christ in that location. When visions and missions are 
imposed on the general membership, it becomes an act of oppression. Likewise, when the 
core values and basic human needs of the parishioners go unmet and the parishioner is 
made to feel guilty about their lack of participation, this too is a form of abuse. 

When the individual core values worksheet was tabulated, the findings indicated 


that the vision and mission of the church was inconsistent with the composite core values 
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of the participants who represented a macrocosm of the entire congregation. The next 
step in this process, which is beyond the scope of the Doctor of Ministry Degree 
program, is the development of a process where members can wrestle with the composite 
core values that were identified to see if they fairly represent the will of the membership. 
When this process is completed, the membership must decide how to use their core 
values to modify an existing vision and mission for the congregation in order to 
effectively be the body of Christ and build the Kingdom of God in the location that they 


are posited. 


CHAPTER SIX 


REFLECTION, SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


This project was born out of the pain and frustration of a pastor, who in spite his 
gifts and zeal for ministry, found himself the object of abuse and oppression at the hands 
of denominational leaders. It addressed the myth that excellence in ministerial leadership 
is most often rewarded with greater congregational responsibility, larger pulpits and 
handsome financial rewards leading to greater vocational security. The project was both 
therapeutic and spiritually rewarding for both pastor and people. Although abused by 
Episcopal leaders from the writer’s former denomination, the writer continued to press 
his way toward God’s call on his life. This was made possible because of a living faith in 
a God who continues to prove God’s sovereignty, omnipresence, and omniscience. After 
receiving assurance from God, the writer gracefully left the denomination he served 
faithfully for over 27 years to begin a new ministry. 

The context for this ministry and project is Global EmPOWERment Ministries 
located in Stone Mountain Georgia. The congregants of this newly formed ministry were 
immediately given the name partner rather than member, signifying a greater sense of 
relational connection with the ministry. The significance of the location for this ministry 
is that Stone Mountain Georgia had a long and rich history of racial upheaval and was the 


place that the Klu Klux Klan was revived in 1915. It was also one of the places 
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referenced in Dr. Martin Luther King’s J Have A Dream speech when he said, “Let 
freedom ring from the Stone Mountain of Georgia.” The location that God provided for 
the writer to begin a new ministry was the place where oppression, racial tension and 
abuse were once rampant. In fact, from the front doors of the church, one can get an 
uninhibited view of the peek or apex of Stone Mountain. This vantage point serves as a 
constant reminder of what must never occur in this ministry: abuse and oppression. 

The irony of the process and the driving force for this project was the 
galvanization and concretization of an interdependent, non-denominational congregation 
whose single priority was the eradication of oppression in the life of the embodied church 
at all costs. Global EmPOWERment Ministries sees itself as empowering its partners 
spiritually, physically and economically through corporate worship, prayer, scriptural 
study, missions and outreach. By making its partners aware of abuse in its various 
manifestations, the ministry has emerged as an oasis in the desert and a locus of radical 
hospitality for its partners. This is the hallmark of Global EmPOWERment Ministries. It 
is what gives it its meaning and life. 

This model was an attempt to address issues of abuse and oppression in all of its 
forms as they relate to the church. By exposing them, educating the congregation about 
their long term effects, and then working to restore pastors and members to a place of 


wholeness, this model challenges the embedded notion that patriarchal patterns of 


‘The History of Georgia, http://ourgeorgiahistory.com/ogh/Stone_Mountain (accessed June 13, 
2011). 
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behavior can only prevail in ministry when it comes to people of color. 

As stated in Chapter Four, after many years of personal abuse at the hands of an 
oppressive institutional system, the writer is highly sensitive to the effects of oppression 
on spiritual growth and development. After coming out of a vicious denominational 
storm, the writer was placed in a mission field that was ripe with people who had also 
been abused, oppressed and hurt in one form or another. As he began to gather these 
souls together to form a church family, he was thoroughly convinced that, by the hand of 
God, he would not only overcome his own experience of oppression, but be the catalyst 
and shepherd for countless others to experience the soul saving, liberating power of Jesus 
for themselves, The model of ministry created by the writer allowed partners of the 
ministry to be convicted, connected and contagious in their hearts and souls. The 
methodology and ministry model contained a series of sermons on oppression and abuse, 
a Bible study on relationships and a workshop on values. The writer was pleased with 
the overall process and sees this project being implemented in a wide range of 
congregations whether they are rural, suburban or urban. 

As with any process, after critical and analytical reflection on the outcomes, 
milestones and learning gleaned from this work, the writer is graciously pleased with the 
overall effects this project has had on the congregation. However, if he were to do it 
again, there are some definite areas he would strengthen in order to make it a more 


dynamic and transformational process. Ultimately, most of what would be included in 


these recommendations will be implemented by the writer and his congregation after the 


conclusion of this doctoral program. 
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The first areas the writer would strength would be that of recommending that the 
overall project become a church-wide process and a matter of urgent concern. While 
there was good participation from the partners of the ministry, the issues were not 
internalized by the majority of the congregation. It was apparent that many congregants 
tune out words like abuse and oppression when it came to the work of the church and 
God. Too many of the partners saw this project as something they were doing in order for 
their pastor to complete his school requirements. The writer laments on the level of 
transformation that would have occurred if the partners were able to see and address 
issues of abuse and oppression within their midst. A more effective way to address an 
increase in awareness and participation would be for the writer and contextual team to 
identify as many abusive and oppressive issues that have been experienced or is being 
experienced by partners of the congregation. The issues could then be listed, presented 
and addressed in a town hall forum with measurable and decisive corrective action steps. 
This process would awaken in the spirits of the partners a keener sense of discernment 
toward these systemic ills. 

The writer is satisfied with the sermon series, Bible study and workshop on core 
values. Partner participation was excellent based on the average worship attendance 
during this period, as well as the average attendance at Bible study. The writer grew 
personally by providing open dialogue, small group discussion and allowing someone 
other than himself to actively engage the participants throughout the process. When other 
ministry professionals got involved, the project transformed from being an assignment for 


the pastor to becoming a process of transformational learning for the congregation. The 
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writer admits that more contextual assistance is needed, especially when tabulating the 
qualitative and quantitative results. While there were sufficient context associates 
involved in the distribution and collection process, persons who had gifts in the area of 
statistics and data analysis would have made this portion of the project less challenging. 
The writer would also recommend not waiting until all activities are completed before 
data tabulation is complete. In reflection, completing one week at a time of work would 
be preferred. 

Keeping the process simplistic and user friendly is another recommendation that 
the writer would offer. The writer admits that the more complex the process, the more 
difficult data analysis becomes. Also, the writer strongly urges using a limited number of 
appendices, especially if the appendices do not add substantively to the overall project 
results. 

Overall, the project was a success and confirmed the importance of what God had 
planted in the heart of the writer as the basis for doing ministry in the 2 1* century. The 
project had its high points, especially during the sermon series, as well as those 
contentious points, as when core values were being discussed. Intrinsic to the success of 
the process was watching partners work through issues of control, power and status to 
become more relational and collegial in order for group transformation to take place. The 
writer was extremely pleased to see partners grow, become vulnerable and develop a 
teachable spirit during this process. Great joy emerged from this process as neophyte 
partners identified and accepted their calls to ministry, veteran partners stepped aside to 


make room for emerging leaders and the overall heightened enthusiasm and zeal that 
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came from the congregation as a whole. The writer is truly proud of Global 
EmPOWERment Ministry: A Ministry Without Limits that goes to extreme measures to 


build up the body of Christ while eradicating abuse and oppression in its midst. 


APPENDIX A 


SERMONS 
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You Dig One Hole, You'd Better Dig Two 
Daniel 6:1-28 
Sermon One Outline 


A Hostile Plan 

1. The Organization 

2, The Orchestration 

A Holy Man 

1. The Fearless Prophet 
2. The Heartless Plotters 
3. The Tireless Potentate 
A Heavenly Plan 

1. The King’s Concern 

2. The King’s Cry 


3. The King’s Command 
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Come Out 
Daniel 3:1-30 
Sermon Two Outline 


A. The Flamboyant Babylonian Monarch 


1. The Project 


2. The Politicians 


3. The Proclamation 


4. The Penalty 


B. The faithless Men 


1. The Threat 


2. The Testimony 


C, The Fourth Man 


1, The Discovery 


2. The Deliverance 


3. The Decree 
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Acts 5 
Sermon Three Outline 


A. The Purity In The Early Church 


1. The Deception by Ananias and Sapphira 


2. The Discovery of Ananias and Sapphira 


3. The Deaths of Ananias and Sapphira 


B. The Power By The Early Church 


1. As Seen By The Signs The Apostles Do 


2. As Seen By The Sick The Apostles Deliver 


C. The Persecution Against The Early Church 


1. The Anger Of The Sadducees 


2. The Angel Of The Lord 


3. The Astonishment Of The Jailers 


4, The Accusation By The Sanhedrin 


5. The Answer By The Apostles 


6. The Advice Of A Lawyer 


APPENDIX B 
SERMON QUESTIONNAIRES 
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You Dig One Hole, You'd Better Dig Two 
Daniel 6:1-28 
Sermon Questionnaire 


1. What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of oppression? 


To trust and obey 

Continue being obedient to His name 

We should obey God in spite of opposition 

Must believe 

That God will help us 

God will deliver you 

Being obedient would put you in place you will never believe 


That no matter what others are doing, you should listen to whatever God is 
saying to you 


Stand strong regardless of the situation 

That by being obedient the reward will come in the end 

Believe, believe and you will be protected 

God’s word never changes. 

Try the spirit through the spirit 

In our everyday life, we sometime forget who we are and who God is 


We must not bow down before false image, but remember we are created 
by a mighty God 


Respect and believe in Him 
That you always must stay so 


What it says to me is no matter what you face, obedience is required as we 
serve God 
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God hears and sees everything 

Your day is here 

Trust God for everything 

Be obedient to God in the midst 

You'll get the victory by being steadfast 


To praise God despite the oppression and believe that he will bring out of 
it 
He will bring you through it as long as you are obedient and not succumb 


to sin 


This sermon says that you should always be obedient and in the midst of 
oppression you should stay focused on God and continue to be obedient 


The three Hebrews did not bow down to the statue of the king 


Irrespective of the threat we should only fear who can hurt both and soul. 
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom 


It provided another marvelous example of the same from the Book of 
Daniel 
He will never leave you in the storm, but will see you through. He is a 


deliverer. 


Despite the strong hold of oppression, stay steadfast in the belief and trust 
of God’s word 


You must do what you know the word wants you to do 


In the midst of oppression, God will make a way. Sometimes oppression is 
just a setup for a promotion. 


Once again the message was one of obedience to God above. Even we are 
faced with what seems to be greater than us we must continue to believe 
that obedience to God is first. 


The sermon said we should be obedient to God in the midst of oppression. 
God will work it out for us. 
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If you are obedient the God will make everything better 
It affirm that obedience determines promotion and preservation 


Standing firm shows our trust and confidence in God. When we yield no 
to the abuse and temptation then will see fit to show up and show out on 
our behalf. 


The three Jewish young men and Daniel stayed obedient to God. They 
were not swayed by the King’s treaty 


Today was better than awesome. Being obedient to God’s word regardless 
of what others say, do, or believe. The king wanted everyone to bow to his 
golden image and the three men refused which turned the kind into saying 
to those the wanted to persecute them will now honor their God. 


In the midst of oppression we need to continue to be obedient because our 
God is able to deliver us out of it all 


Wait on the lord for he will bring you out of your present dilemma 


We should fear God more than man. Man may be able to destroy the body 
but the soul belongs to God. 


The sermon talked to me in my experience that sometimes God’s 
obedience may be misconstrued as dominance in leadership and result in 
you being talked about in a negative manner because you fail to 
compromise God’s will for you. In other words, stand on His word in the 
midst of oppression and He will see you through. 


Obedience will always deliver you from the hand of the enemy 


2, What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 


Power was misused and abused 
From positions of power 

By letting you bow down to statues 
Forcing worshipping golden image 


Those in that think they know God want to be in position 


Forced decision making 

Loss of freedom to choose 

How others deceit you 

Asking people to believe in a fake God, to worship a fake God 

The king’s abuse of power demanding the people to worship the idol 


Oppression and abuse was articulated by the king thinking that he was 
bigger than God and projecting his paranoid practices to the 3 men 


What power can make one do 
The King thought he could use his power to persuade and abuse 


The people were being told to bow down, when they hear the trumpet 
sound 


When the people hear the sounds of music, they bow down 

Rulers using absolute power as a form of divinity 

For following God you will face oppression and abuse 

Through the King throwing Daniel’s friends in the fire 

You were penalized for openly acknowledging God as Lord and Savior 
When the devil tries to bring you down in trying times 


When King Neb. Wanted Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to bow to 
thrown or “else”! 


This was articulated in the command to bow to the idol under the threat 
being thrown into the fire 


Oppression was articulated through the use of the King’s Authority 


By failing to recognize that the decree to worship the king’s idol might 
offensive to some 


Persecution and sentenced to death for not following the rules of the 
majority 
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e The king was showing his power and leading people to do things that were 
not correct in God’s eye 


¢ The three Hebrew boys were thrown into the pit of fire 


* It talks about the power of one individual above all and his belief of his 
superiority 


e King Nebuchadnezzar making/asking everyone to bow down when the 
music plays to his Golden statue 


* Making them serve a particular god 
© Inthe manner in which the Hebrew boys were treated 


* Abuse of power by the king; abuse of influence by the guards; oppression 
of the people in requiring them to bow down to the golden statue. 


e King Nebuchadnezzar used his power as king to abuse Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego, when he did not get his way 


© Oppression and abuse were articulated by the abuse of the king with his 
people by requiring them to bow to the golden images 


* When the three Hebrew boys were thrown in the fire 


© King Nebuchadnezzar insisted on his God being served or else face death. 
Bowing down to man’s rule in place of the God that created us all. 


© The King made a decree that all should worship and idol god 


¢ Oppression was articulated in terms of customs, royal authority, and 
leadership. However, it was articulated in a more subtle manner by the use 
of manipulation of the leader by subordinates to encourage rules that were 
able to be used to hurt others. 


© Power; faith/beliefs 


3. What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 
e Remain faithful to God 


e Throwing detractors into the fire 


Stand on the truth 

Jesus 

Throwing then in a furnace 

To follow God 

Trust God and continue to do right 
Condemnation will come 

Trusting God 

The Hebrew boys standing strong in their faith 
Very good 

The God I serve will deliver me 

We need to know the word 

Prayer and calling on his name, and know that he will deliver 
Keep your faith 

Keeping your faith 

Continue to serve God 

Prayer, trust, faith, and believe 


Daniel 3:1-30 


The biblical response is to say that God is our shield and He will never 


leave or forsake us and He will come when we call 
Staying faithful; God will always be there for us 


Stand on God’s word and He would deliver 
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That God dispatched another arch angel to protect his anointed followers 


Continue to serve God regardless of oppression 


Belief and trust in the word of God 
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e Always be prayerful and mindful of what God wants you to do 
e Stand firm and do not bow and God will see you to his expected end 
¢ To pray and remain steadfast in the word of the lord 


¢ The biblical response was again that our faith and belief in God is the one 
thing that keeps us and permits us to withstanding anything earthly 


© The biblical response is to let God deal with it 
e They still believed in God and worshipped him 
¢ Stand on the word for freedom from oppression and abuse 


© God will send the support and protection that we need to go ahead of us 
and make our landing soft and protected. 


e Trust in the Lord. His word said to lean on him. He is the only God and he 
will get you out of any situation. 


e Follow God’s word, no matter what 


* In dealing with oppression and abuse, you have to continue to do what you 
know is right in the eyes of God. 


© Patiently waiting for God to punish your enemies at his appointed time. 
God has already finished the battle 


¢ We should never obey unjust laws and commands that cause us to violate 
God’s commands 


¢ Standing in the obedience of God 


e Response was to stay with God — trust God because He is able 


4, What current condition did the information in this sermon and biblical text remind 
you of? 


e My job and living everyday 


e  Libya’s uprising 
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Making it through my recent tough time 
The hard times I had 

Oppression in Middle East and Ivory Coast 
Keep focus 


My boss refusing to allow me to choose the job I deserve and his refusal to 
allow me upward mobility until and unless he chooses 


Being obedient and faithful 
How the enemy tempts us with trials 


The current condition reminded me of worship on the job where some 
people let titles and status dictate how they treat people 


That God is our heavenly father and he can perform wonders 
Life today; all the trouble and pain 


Abusive relationship I was in years ago and how God helped me through 
and brought me a wonderful husband 


Biblical stories 

Other biblical texts 

The last 5 % years of my life 

Being oppressed because of who you are 

I working for much needed transportation and I have to be steadfast 
Gabe and the whale 

Job hunting issues, transportation, and past dealings 

The current conditions reminds me of the working conditions on my job 
Cairo, Egypt 


It served as a stark reminder of the oppression we observe throughout the 
world each day 
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Oppression in everyday circumstances, such as work, family, gout issues, 
spiritual oppression in churches 


It reminded me of destructive leadership in gov’t and large business 
organizations. More closely it reminded me of issues on my job and how 
their leadership is negatively impacting the front line staff 


Reminds me of any conflicts of interest anytime you are told to do 
something you know is incorrect, or even when you are directed to do 
things to the people whom are correct and being punished 


Egypt, Libya, Oppressions on the job, Wisconsin 


The long and continued journey of African-American people in this 
country 


The current situation in Libya, Egypt, Venezuela, etc., just to mention a 
few 


The oppression in Libya and most of the Middle East today. Also, what 
some of us are experiencing in our relationships and on the job. 


The pressures at school 
The present conflict in the oil producing countries 
Issues of employment and family dynamics were similar to the text 


No matter what you are going through, you have to keep your eyes on the 
Lord and trust Him. 


Life and situations are always in the way. The devil is busy but we must 
remain steadfast with God’s word. 


The current condition it reminds me of is when people out to get you 
because they don’t like you 


Our everyday struggles against unrighteousness which brings us to a 
dependence on God instead of taking revenge ourselves 


U.S. Political Parties that want the people to sell out in order to get 
assistance 


The upheaval in the world against oppressive leaders 
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¢ Jobs where bosses abuse their position. The church where people think 
more highly of themselves when placed in a position. 


5. What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


e That when I have God, I need no one else 

¢ God is true to His word 

e = That you can always call on God 

© That there is consequences when you do what is right 

¢ Learn to listen when God speaks 

¢ Trust God anyway, He will deliver 

e Always walk in faith and be true to yourself 

* Confidence in knowing that God is my refuge and strength 


© | learned that I must not treat people who may be less educated or different 
like they don’t belong because all of God’s children deserve to be judge 
free! 


¢ That all things are possible, only believe 

e Touch not the anointed ones 

e Yield to the word of God 

* To know that you can call on Him anytime 

© God has power to do anything 

® That ordinary men have no power above God 


e As long as we keep our trust and eyes on God, there’s nothing he wont see 
us through 


¢ Knowledge —God will fight your battles, He is always there 


* Continue to believe under any circumstances 
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To always remember that God can and will provide 


Not only are angels dispatched on behalf of God ~ but the enemy 
dispatches his people...but a breakthrough is on its way 


Confirmation of God’s love and the ____of protection in times of trouble 
Trust in God 

That we must remain steadfast in our faith in the God we serve 

Do not compromise just because of one’s status. Remain faithful to God. 


To not allow yourself to be used negatively and oppressively — that 
through your own belief and strength to lead and trust 


It taught me not to worry, God will always see you thru, but also you must 
know the word of God not to be directed to do wrong unknowingly 


Encourages me to stand firm on the word. That the oppression is just a 
setup for a blessing 


That the omnipresent, omnipotent influence of the Lord is forever working 


The knowledge and growth coming out this sermon and biblical text is one 
of undying faith and belief in the power of our Lord and savior. 


God will work it out for our good. He is able if we trust and believe in 
him. 


You should always stand by what you believe 

The importance of obedience in everyday situation 
Wait and God will give the command to come out!!! 
God can get you out of any situation 


My knowledge and what I gained today was right on time. Understand the 
devil will send his angels out to breathe obstacles, but we must trust in 
God first. 


Knowledge I receive is no matter what you going through, remember God 
is going through with you. The growth achieve is in knowing that when 
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you are told to do something that is wrong by you superiors you do the 
thing even if it cost you your job 


Continue to exercise divine faith in God, even when there appears to be no 
way out 


It reconfirmed that God can deliver but even if he does not, He can 


The knowledge and growth | achieved in the sermon is to consistently take 
an assessment of my walk with God. 


Trusting God will always bring you through 


6. What did this sermon compel you to do? (42 responses) 


To let my life have a light that shows I am God’s child. 
Continue worshiping only 1 true God 

Expect God’s word to be fulfilled 

Always believe and have faith in God 

Trust God inspite because promotion comes after oppression 
Keep on praying 


Move forward and apply for new job; If I get it, God was moving on my 
behalf, if I don’t get it, it was not for me 


Compel me to rise on occasion, be a leader and stay truc to myself 
To be more obedient to God 

Not to judge others based on their clothing 

Be strong in my faith regardless 


This sermon compels me to pray for those that haven’t received the word 
and share it with them! 


Serve the Lord 


To pray, pray, and pray 
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Teach his words and do his will 

Be a better person 

Be righteous 

To say yes and move to a greater place in God 
Answer to my calling 

Trust and believe in God for everything 

When you have done all that you can, just stand 
Keep the faith 

That God is able 

Forgive and let it go ~ worrying will not fix anything 
Stay focused on God and continue to be committed to God 
To be obedient and faithful 

To have God first in mind, heart, and spirit 

Release my teas and concerns regarding same 

Never bow to circumstances 

Read the word in earnest 

Grow my relationship with God 


Stand firm, understand the season, recognize that the fight is not against 
human but against spiritual being in high places 


To persevere even when one faces the most severe forms of oppression, 
even death 


The sermon compels me to look within and search my soul to see ifmy 
belief is strong enough to withstand all the external forces we face on a 
daily basis. 


To keep trusting in God! 
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Stand by what I believe 

Stand steadfast and unmovable 

Wait on God and do not compromise myself during the journey 
Trust in God 


This sermon reinforce me to continue to fall on my face before God in 
times of storm. He is our refuge and he will hide us under the shadow of 
his wings. 


To show people that I serve a God who takes care of all matters and 
concerns that we may have. Letting people know that you care. 


Obey God in the midst of my circumstances 


To stand in obedience to God 


I am compelled to always and forever trust God knowing He is able! 
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Come Out 
Daniel 3:1-30 
Sermon Questionnaire 


1, What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of oppression? 


It said that if you are obedient in whatever situation the end result will 
always be positive. 


To do what God told you to do not what others think but what is right in 
God's eyes. 


I gathered from the sermon to be obedient to God you must pray. 


To remain faithful to God and believe and trust in His power in the midst 
of oppression. 


To follow God, keep praying and not to stray away. 
| felt that the sermon was geared toward breaking the cycle of 
oppression/abuse. Basically it says you can be better than the 


circumstances or situation you may have fallen victim to. 


The sermon indicated that we are to be obedient to the things of God even 
in the midst of oppression. 


In the midst of any struggle keep your focus on God. 


The sermon affirms that there is deliverance and protection from God in 
oppression. 


Simply put it is better to obey God than to compromise your principles 
and obey man. 


Pray 


Stay faithful to God because he will come through for you, no matter the 
circumstances. 
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We must not lose our faith under no sign of oppression. Our obedience to 
God is total and complete. 


As long as you remain obedient and steadfast in your love and devotion to 
the Lord and his promise to keep you, he will deliver you against all odds. 


God will deliver once we stay committed, focused and faithful to Him. 
Just hold on to God no matter what he will see you through. 

Pray continuously. 

Know that the storm will pass and not last. 

Stay fast and focus on the Lord. 

Remain strong. 

God will bless you in the midst of your struggle. 

To put your trust in God. 


To always seek God first no matter what you are going through. We serve 
a living God who is able to conquer all. 


Be God’s servant in the of abuse. 


The sermon said that no matter what happens in the midst of oppression 
we must trust God and know that he will come thru. 


The sermon proved that God honored Daniel obedience to serve and 
reverence only his God. Daniel did not compromise and was “rewarded”. 


This meant that if we are truly obedient to Christ in any situation, we do 
not have to worry about anything that comes our way. All we need to do is 


to be steadfast. 


No matter the situation you should obey God. He will protect you. 
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¢ Being obedient to God will get you through it all, including oppression. 
¢ Stay focused on God and His will. 


¢ He will bring you out and devour the enemy on your behalf. The hole the 
oppressor dug for others will be used by the oppressor. 


e Keep praying. 

« Like Daniel, we should remain steadfast to God He will deliver. 
« We must listen to God and not your flesh. 

© Being obedient to God will always protect you at all times. 


© Keep your focus on God no matter what your situation. Continue praying 
and worshipping God and inturn He will continue loving and blessing you. 


¢ Being obedient to God in time of oppression shows your dedication, 


e faithfulness, and loyalty to God and shows that you trust him regardless of 
the situation you are faced with. 


e The sermon is saying no matter what you are going through you press on 
and hold fast to God. 


¢ The sermon encouraged me not to compromise the Word of God no matter 
what the circumstances are. 


© Believe have faith and ask God for guidance in the time of trouble. 


© Inthe midst of oppression rely on God’s Word and voice in order to 
endure and remain faithful and trust God for deliverance. 


2. What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 


* Oppression was discussed with examples of supervisors being unfair, ex 
bosses, supervisors, Abuse was introduced by topics of abusive spouses 
both men and women, sexual abuse. 
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Commanding the people to pray only to the king for 30 days and that they 
threw Daniel into the cave. 


The ways oppression was articulated in this text. How they wanted to 
condemn Daniel for praying. They wanted to kill him but God saved him. 


Through the hostile plans put in place by Daniel’s (haters) enemies. 
Daniel being thrown into the lion’s den. 


Again I feel that it states that if you are one of those people to quickly 
judge and not think first then you may someday find yourself in the same 
situation. Also once you have found yourself in a situation or something 
that you may not be so proud of, you should then repent and ask 
forgiveness immediately. 


In the text oppression/abuse were articulated in the form of envious 
individuals having the king pass laws or decrees that allowed these 
individuals to find ways to oppress God ways in Daniel’s life. Hostile 
plan-organization, orchestration, sinister plans 


Daniel was thrown in the Lion’s Den even though they could not find 
anything against him. 


Those who envied Daniel were oppressive in posture and abusive in their 
habits. 


Oppression came from the Kings decree commanding the people to pray 
to him for 30 days. This was clearly an abuse of power and authority. A 
perversion if you will. 

Power 


Daniel was being schemed against by the conspirators of Darius’ regime. 


Oppression and abuse was covered in the text in practically in all aspects. 
We can say it was covered thoroughly. 
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Oppression and abuse was articulated this morning in the form of sexual 
abuse, religious abuse and physical and mental abuse. 


Sexually, mentally, and physically. Spousal, parental, in the work place, 
the home and in the church. 


Whenever you do wrong to someone it will come back to haunt you , 
should dig two holes not one. 


At home, at work, in church, among family members. 
Verbal 

Not to be a bully. 

By the King’s followers throwing Daniel in the Lion’s Den. 
People abuse positions of power for oppressive means. 
Through sexual abuse, physical abuse, abuse in marriage. 
Don’t become a devil’s advocate. 


Sexual, mental, emotional — Husband to wife, wife to husband, children 
bullying and getting bullied. 


Daniel was in prisoned because he refused to do as the king asked of him 
against his will. The king wanted Daniel to stop honoring God and 


worship and pray to his God. 


Power was abused by the king’s men to stop Daniel from praying. They 
tried to oppress his beliefs. 


It was used as a test. 


When the king was tricked into passing a decree to ultimately stop Daniel 
from serving his God. 
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Daniel thrown into the lion’s den. A decree issued to pray to the king not 
God. 


Obedience 

The king counsel were digging a hole for Daniel but God intervened. 
Superior, bullying, sexual abuse 

Thru deceit, confusion and lying. 


It was expressed sexually, bullying, it can be between husband and wife, it 
can also be displayed between love ones as family, friends and much other 
ways. 


When you try to do something wrong to someone it will come back to 
you. 


He spoke about the many aspects that oppression and abuse were used by 
using one’s authority to manipulate Daniel into conforming and not 
praying to God. Leadership in the text used the one thing they knew to 
trick Daniel. They tried to oppress him with a prayer decreed to the king 
only. 


Oppression and abuse was articulated as sexual, mental, physical, 
leadership (position), on the job, in the church, in the home, and in 
relationships. 


3. What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 


The biblical response is to continue what you know God would want you 
to do. Follow the commandments. 


God sent down his angels to shut the lion’s mouth. 


The biblical response: I got was in the midst of it all continue your walk 
through the word and prayer. 


149 


The biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse is prayer and 
more prayer. 


Praying and trusting in God. 


To ask for forgiveness and to know that God is always going to be there 
for you in any situation. He will protect you and cover you. 


The biblical plan for dealing with oppression and abuse was prayer and be 
a servant leader. 


When dealing with oppression and abuse you have to fall on your face 
before God and pray constantly. 


Daniel remain focus, prayerful and trustworthy in the face of abuse and 
oppression. 


Continue to walk in faith and integrity. God saved Daniel as a result. 
Talking, communication 

Stay prayerful to God and not seek revenge. 

One should unmovable faith in God in dealing with oppression and abuse. 


The biblical response to oppression and abuse keep steadfast in your love 
and devotion to the Lord, for he and he only shall deliver you. 


God will come through mightily and even the enemies will ask God to 
save and bless. 


We should fight the good fight and not give up because God have our back 
just stand firm and pray. 


Pray to the living God. 
Pray 


How to treat each other with respect. 
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Protecting Daniel 
God is the answer and the ultimate authority 
To fight back to the oppressor. 


Daniel 6:1-28 How Daniel was thrown in the lion’s den and untouched 
because he prayed three times a day 


Daniel prayed three times and agreed that the king-was not abused and 
became a servant of the Lord. 


The biblical ways in dealing with abuse and oppressions was to pray three 
times a day. 


To seek God’s face in prayer not retaliation or aggression. 


The biblical response is to be focus on the Lord and pray at all times and 
everything will be good in Christ our Lord. 


Prayer 

Give it to God and he will make a way. 

Keep praying. 

To keep doing what God said and not quit. 

God has done so much work out 

Have faith in God he will come true. 

Prayer and communication 

Stay focus and walk and pray to God at all times. 


Stay with God no matter your storm. He will always be there with you for 
you. 
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No matter what God is always by your side and whenever you may need 
him. 


Trust God, at all time for he will never leave you or forsake. 
Continue to trust God no matter what. 
Prays, worship 


The biblical response was to trust God, obey God and believe that God is 
able to do all things. 
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Acts 5 
Sermon Questionnaire 


1. What did this sermon say about being obedient to God in the midst of oppression? 


e Refrain from jealousy 
e Stay committed to God’s purpose and watch out for the enemy 


© God can and will raise up as many as are needed to set about your physical 
and other needs 


¢ Trust in God with all thy heart. Trust in his word, stay in the spirit. Stay 
obedient to God rather than man. He is our creator. 


e Stand fast 
e Call on him in prayer 
* Itis our duty to obey God above man 


¢ When you believe on God, whatever that comes in your way to distract 
you, just keep on trusting in God. For he will not leave you. 


¢ Follow God no matter how uncomfortable your circumstances are. 
© Never let the system determine your obedience 

« Yield only to God and not to man 

« We must obey God rather than man 

e The reward is great! 


¢ Trust him always he promised never to leave us or forsake us 
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e We should not give up just continue to pray and God will deliver us from 
the situation 


e The sermon expressed the need for everyone to continue to believe and 
live in God even though their way is oppression, to still live in him 


2. What ways were oppression and abuse articulated in this text? 
« Floggings of the criminals 


¢ People will try and mislead you. Stay focused on God 

¢ Physical, emotional, and relational abuse were referenced in the text 

» Peter and the others were locked up and beaten for preaching the Gospel 
e Prison of the Apostles. Beating of the Apostles 

e By Punishment 


¢ Oppression and abuse knows no gender. Oppression and abuse comes 
from jealousy and insecurity 


e Jealousy, envy, and a way to contain you 

e The Apostles were told to shut up. They were jailed for teaching Jesus. 
e The way in which the system responded to the disciples 

e Thru the incarceration of the Disciples 


¢ Through jealousy and then rage comes oppression. The Apostles were 
oppressed and abused. They were locked up and then flogged. 


e Thru jealousy and lying 
e Point was what going on right now 


e By the government and folks above others 
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e Oppression — Paul and the apostles were held back they were not allowed 
to speak the word of God, held in jail so they couldn’t. Abuse — The 
guards wanted to physically abuse the apostles 


3. What was the biblical response for dealing with oppression and abuse? 
© God freed the prisoners from jail 
« Staying committed 


¢ Weare to continually praise God even in the midst of oppression and 
abuse 


e Peter and the others stay obedient to the command of God and they were 
delivered 


e Prayer — Faith, Trust — Believe 
e Prayer 
¢ God will use your oppressors to free and deliver you 


e Stand firm for what you know is right for God and don’t let anyone 
change your mind 


© Continue to endure this pain and God will change your condition but not 
your position. God has a purpose that must be fulfilled through you 


e Remain obedient and submitted to God 
e Affliction unto the Lord 


* Being obedient to God. If we are obedient to God, God will release us 
from oppression and abuse. Praise and worship. 


© Recognize and make changes 
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© The biblical response was the way in which you deal with it. It expressed 
how you should follow the word of God even though man may try to hold 
you back. 


4, What current condition did the information in this sermon and biblical text remind 
you of? 
e The flogging reminded me of the crucifixion of Christ 
¢ How even the people of God can cause you to miss your blessing 


« Even when things may seem so out of control God has the ability and 
deserve to rescue/relieve the unfair oppressive and abusive circumstances 


¢ The current condition in Libya and the oppression of the present condition 
of the people 


¢ Being falsely accused. Jealously of others for our obedience 
¢ When my child was taken how I prayed 


¢ I was reminded of my personal experiences with oppression and how the 
Lord used my oppressors to raise me up and now | counsel them 


¢ When you are in a position and someone is trying to talk you out of, 
because of jealousy 


¢ With all that is transpiring in the world, people are perishing without being 
saved. Peter and the Apostles realized this and made their mission a state 
of urgency regarding salvation without worrying about what might happen 
to them 


¢ The situation in the Middle East 
© Persecution of righteous Christians and evangelist all over the world 


¢ People are oppressed today because of jealousy and rage. We need to obey 
God and worship and praise him. 
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Myself and children 
The situation in Libya 
The current conditions are the way in which people treat one another, 


through friendship, home life, spouses. The way in which you could be 
hurt emotionally, physically, mentally. 


5. What knowledge and growth did you achieve as a result of this sermon and 
biblical text? 


That I should not be jealous under any circumstance 
Perseverance 


God has a significant history of showing up and showing out when the 
prayers and praises are sent up to God 


No matter what we go through in life we lean on the Lord, and stay focus 
on him. He said he will never leave us or forsake us 


Walk in the authority of the Power of God and faith. Faint not. Do not get 
weary in well doing 


You must always listen to God’s word and be obedient 


I now know I have been heard and I am not alone...I will continue to pray 
for others to be heard and healed 


That I can always stand on God’s word and as I praise him, things happen 
you understand the importance of what God wants and providing that 
service so that his kingdom will continue to grow. We must look past our 


comfort zone and on what God wants. 


The desire to willingly suffer for the truth 
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¢ Yield to God’s word at all times 


¢ Continue to obey God and watch Him work because greater is he that is in 
me than he that is in the world 


e We oppress and abuse without realizing it 
¢ God is in control no matter what, only trust him, prayer moves mountains 
¢ [should address any kind of abuse and do something about it 
« Anyone can be abused not only physically and emotionally but mentally, 
through friendship, love, relationship, and elders 
6. What did this sermon compel you to do? 
¢ Torid myself of jealousy against any person 
© Stay focused 


© God has a track record and I will stand firm because I know my time and 
turn will be soon here 


e Stay obedient to God. Trust in him. 
¢ Trust in God. Stand fast. 
e Always pray and believe 


* Continue to follow God and help others to heal. For a lot of us, it is a life 
long process 


e Be accountable to God and not man 
¢ To spread the gospel with confidence and faith. Realizing that this world 
is dying without the knowledge of Christ, it is paramount that we must 


speak of the gospel every chance we get. 


e To serve despite opposition and abuse 
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Yield to God’s word and not man 
Praise and worship God while obeying God 
Not to abuse nor oppress others 


Lift my spirit and able to lift with the word 


APPENDIX C 


CORE VALUES WORKSHOP 
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The Importance of Core Values 


A church can benefit in many ways by identifying its core values. Malphurs (1996) 


provides this list of what core values do for a church: 


« Determine ministry distinctiveness 
« Dictate personal involvement 

« Communicate what is important 

« Embrace positive change 

« Influence overall behavior 

« Inspire people to action 

+ Enhance credible leadership 

« Shape ministry character 

¢ Contribute to ministry success 


¢ Determine the ministry vision. 


How do core values contribute to ministry success? They encourage commitment, 
enthusiasm, and effort among the members. They give people incentive to work harder. 
They promote innovation, creativity, and risk-taking. They facilitate better 
communication, decision-making, and evaluation. 

A major problem in organizations, including churches, is that members may have 
unshared, competing values. Getting the members together to articulate their values and 


reach agreement on which ones are central to the church can improve the unity and 
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progress of the church. Kouzes and Posner (1987) found in their research that shared 


values in an organization provide the following benefits: 


¢ Foster strong feelings of personal effectiveness 

« Promote high levels of company loyalty 

« Facilitate consensus about key goals 

« Encourage ethical behavior 

« Promote strong norms about working hard and caring 


« Reduce levels of job stress and tension. 


They also cite research that shows that “the more effective companies have three 
qualities in common: (1) clarity, (2) consensus, and (3) intensity about their core 
organizational values” (1987, p. 195). These three qualities apply to churches also. First, 
members of a church need to know and understand the priorities and emphases of their 
church. Second, members of a church should share and agree with the church’s core 
values. Third, members of a church should feel deep emotional bonds and commitments 


to the church’s core values. 


The Process of Identifying Core Values 
Before | describe the steps for developing a Core Values Statement, | want to 
emphasize two key points about the process. First, the entire congregation should be 
involved. This is not something that should be developed by the leaders and then imposed 


on the congregation. It is important to involve the entire congregation for three reasons: 
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1. When more people participate, more wisdom will be pooled 
together, and the results will be more trustworthy. 


2. As decisions increase in importance, the number of people who 

participate in making the decision should increase. And identifying 

core values is one of the most important decisions a church will 

make. 

3. If more people participate in making these decisions, they are more 

likely to support the final results. 

Second, the core values that are identified should be actual, not aspirational. C. 
Argyris distinguishes between “espoused theory” and “theory-in-use.” Applying this 
distinction to the concept of values, “espoused values” are those that we say and believe 
we use, and “values-in-use” are those that we actually use. A church’s core values 
statement should describe those principles that have actually guided a church throughout 
its history. The goal is to make these existing, unspoken assumptions explicit. The goal is 
not to transform the church into something it is not by identifying those core values that 
the church aspires to have. If the core values need to be changed, that can be addressed in 
the strategic plan at the end of the process, but for now the Core Values Statement should 
describe the actual state of existence of the church. Of course, the exception to this point 


would be a church that is just starting out and needs to lay out the principles that will 


guide its future decisions. 


APPENDIX D 
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Defining, Discovering, and Developing 
your Core Values 


Godly servant leadership 

Praise and Worship ll 

Christian Education (all ages)s 7 

A well-mobilized lay ministry 2 | 
Bible centered preaching/teaching 15 

Welcoming Visitors | 10 


Ministry with the poor and marginalized 
Creative and innovation 
World Mission 
People matter toGod = 
An attractive facility 
The status quo 
Financial responsibility 
Cultural relevance 
| Intercessory Prayer 
Sustained excellence/quality 
_Fellowship/community 
Evangelism 
| Strong families 
A grace orientation to life 
A Christian self-image 
Giving/tithing 
Counseling 
Social Justice 
Civil/equal rights 
| Committed Christians 
Environment 
Stewardship 
| Prayer 
Other 
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